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  ABSTRACT 

 
 
Using a close textual and contextual analysis, I trace themes of gender and race in the 

Matrix trilogy, arguing for the presence of a parallel, embedded filmic narrative, one that 

neatly aligns with African-American critical traditions affirming subjugated ideologies, 

knowledges, communities and forms.  Decoding the films through the lenses of race, 

womanist, film studies and cultural studies theories, I explore this signified, covert 

storyline through phenotypes, casting choices, plot twists, and extra filmic events.  In this 

dissertation project, I argue that their preponderance, consistency, and coherence are 

evidence of deliberate commentary.  I further claim that that the trilogy can be reasonably 

understood as a historically motivated critique of Whiteness and White supremacy, 

offering references to American slavery and ideologies, as well as to cross-racial 

ideological domination and collective, coalitional and revolutionary change.  Since long 

standing racial and gender understandings (along with their attendant domination and 

oppression) persist, examining popular films with transformed constructions is useful in 

supporting frameworks for conceptual change. 
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Introduction 

Back in 1983, I attended DINFOS (the military’s defense information school) in 

Indiana.  A prestigious cross-branch training institution, admittance required voice 

auditions, exams, and waits for openings.  Many enlistees already possessed bachelor 

degrees in broadcasting or journalism; a number had worked professionally in the field.  

About two weeks into the course, a quiet Black man approached me.  Only a few days 

away from graduation, he said, “Tani, very few of us will graduate from this school.  If 

you graduate, you will be the first Black woman to do so in a long time, years.  But I 

want you to graduate, and I am going to tell you how.”  First he said, have no opinion 

about race.  Whatever my instructors say, agree.  Better yet, act as if you do not 

understand what they are saying.  Secondly, never sit in public with an exclusively Black 

group – it will frighten the White people and prejudice them against you.  Party with 

Black folks after hours and during the day, never go to the popular enlistee hang out.  

The sergeants actively go there to determine whom you spend time with and to 

determine how Black you are.  His list continued.  He ended with the admonition that I 

should not share this with just anyone.  Trust no one, he said.  No one. 

Reared in Arizona, I had just finished six years living in the south, surrounded by 

Blacks with degrees of authentic economic, demographic and political power.  I had 

forgotten the Black rules of survival in places where White people dominate, but his 

words reminded me.  Well, I was now “back in Kansas,” and I immediately understood 

exactly what he was saying.  He left before the week was out, but as he predicted, the 

ranks of the few Blacks assigned to DINFOS began to decrease almost immediately.  
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One young man told me he had been a favorite until asked to evaluate an instructor’s 

comment.  His mild reply was, “That could be taken as a racist statement.”  From then 

on, he became a pariah, given the cold shoulder by his White sergeants.  Later, I 

established a close connection with a Black man.  We kept our relationship secret, barely 

acknowledging each other publicly as we passed by in halls and buildings.  In the end, 

however, my intelligent, college-educated friend left with a familiar story.  Although 

years later he became an editor for a major newspaper,1 he failed to graduate. 

Finally, as the course neared completion, the only other apparently surviving 

Black, a smart intelligent, lively woman, invited me to dinner.  I was flattered, but she let 

me know very shortly that she invited me only because she wanted answers.  She knew 

she was bright (certainly more so than I), current with events, and possessed a genuine 

wit.  She wanted to know why she was not making it through the course.  This woman 

just looked at me in grief and asked, why?  So, I gave her the truth.   

She was too smart, too authentically perceptive and too comfortable in her 

Blackness.  She looked at me in shock as I explained that her “faults” were expecting to 

be valued as a worthy human.  Further, her appearance caused nervousness.  Although 

she dressed in ways most Black people saw as non-pejorative (dyed reddish hair, worn in 

Black styles), these aesthetic choices seemed alien and negative to many Whites.  

Finally, to add insult to injury, she spoke as if her intelligence equaled those of the 

White males teaching the class.  Our conversation shocked me as well as her.  If I had 

forgotten the rules of living among the dominant, I had also forgotten that many of the 

                                                           
1 He currently works for the Chicago Tribune and teaches at Northwestern and DePaul Universities. 
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most sophisticated, smooth Blacks, reared in relatively protected environments, often 

cannot read the most simple dynamics of the racism that actually underlie our entire 

culture.  As I observed her, I had hoped, secretly prayed, that she would be the exception 

to the rule.  Instead, she could not read the sergeants and they could also not read her, or 

perhaps they read her too well.  In the end, she did not graduate, and the handful of other 

Blacks, who came in with me also left, reassigned as radio dispatchers, cooks and truck 

drivers.  But, against the background of drops that I witnessed, I did indeed graduate, the 

sole Black person and with honors.  I simply did not care.  I saw the goal as the survival 

of myself and my child. 

The point of this story is that race continues to complicate nonwhite and, in 

particular, Black lives.  As philosophy and Women Studies professor Elizabeth V. 

Spelman writes, nonwhites must continually defer to dominant assumptions of superiority 

as “the price they must pay to get and keep their jobs” (209).  She compares this 

intellectual burden to “shadow work,” a term developed to describe the additional unpaid 

labor of housewives and clerical workers.  For the African American, it encompasses a 

degrading, demeaning invisible labor to maintain dominant fictions of White superiority.  

Whites, at least on some levels, know it exists -- they will ruthlessly castigate and punish 

those openly critical of their most cherished racial fictions --yet paradoxically, many 

Whites are seemingly unable to understand how they perpetuate racism in their everyday 

practices, why nonwhite coworkers do not share their perceptions of themselves as just, 

decent and open-minded.  Committed to fantasies of actual equality, Black victimization 
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is invisible to them, an obviously fabricated stance of irrational, angry nonwhites lost in 

the past and unable to “just get over it.” 

More than 100 years after W.E.B Du Bois wrote The Souls of Black Folks, his 

observation that a veil separates races is still apropos.  It is still difficult to “be both a 

Negro and an American, without being cursed and spit upon by his fellow, without 

having the doors of Opportunity closed roughly in his face” (Du Bois 5).  This veil is one 

shaped by signs and images of races, by perceptions associated with skin color and 

African ancestry.  Perhaps a larger question is how does one split the veil?  In an America 

where dominant Whites are convinced racism is dead and that Black lack of success is 

due to Black pathology and indolence, how does one point out the daily workings of 

White hegemony and exclusion?  How does one point out ways our culture codifies, 

excuses and makes invisible the everyday practices of exploitation based on race and 

gender?  And how does one relate this to film or other visual images?  Black filmic 

images routinely offer representations of African Americans in a variety of roles, some of 

which seem to stress intelligence and racial respect.  But for many Americans, film 

historian Donald Bogle’s assertion that contemporary Black filmic characterizations 

represent a link to a racist past seems hard to grasp.  Youths in particular seem quick to 

say demeaning roles are not about race; these are characters that anyone can and does 

play.  

 As an older African American female who has spent most of her life in working-

class situations as well as in academic environments all heavily dominated by Whites, my 

interests are in tools that can broaden conceptual frameworks, alter dominant fictions, and 
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reduce this “shadow work.”  In this study, I will attempt to offer an updated methodology 

for understanding how racism continues to surface in contemporary film and in 

contemporary society, using the Matrix movie trilogy as a primary foundation.  As I 

interpret the Matrix movie trilogy, it seems to offer a simple, easy way to break through 

conceptual veils.   

The Matrix movie trilogy intrigues me with its bridges across conceptual divides 

and its conscious play with racially divergent meanings and shared symbols.  The series 

seems to touch on virtually all of the basic issues of cultural and racial critique, and at the 

same time forefront analysis derived from Black ideology.  The trilogy is not totally 

disruptive, but it offers profuse moments where representational rupture occurs and this 

suggest ways to initiate ideological transformations about racial identity and practice.  If, 

as cultural theorist Stuart Hall argues, “cultural hegemony is never about pure victory or 

pure domination,” then the trilogy may nonetheless be a partial tool for, as he terms it, 

“shifting the balance of power in the relations of culture” (qtd. in Morley 468).  In this 

study, I will point out these ruptures, specific areas where the filmic narrative ties into 

larger issues of race, colorblindness, mythologies, and role formation.  I draw parallels 

between Black and White types of understandings to reveal markedly consistent, logical 

explanations for narrative choices, showing race as central to the trilogy’s conceptual 

framing.  My primary argument is that Black ideology surfaces in the trilogy as a 

challenge to Whiteness.  My secondary argument is that the trilogy can be used a 

blueprint for understanding connections between past and contemporary racism.  Finally, 

I argue that the trilogy, in identifying actual, historical routes into social change, suggests 
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how binaries of White or Black American can be replaced by inclusive coalitions that 

work together. 

The initial audience reception to the Matrix movie trilogy provides insight into 

how modern conceptual divides operate in American society.  The Matrix (1999), the 

Matrix Reloaded (2003), and the Matrix Revolutions (2003), have inspired websites, 

books and intense discussions exploring questions of choice, reality, and predestination.  

The first film gained a cult-like following and became a science fiction cinematic event.  

Written and directed by Andy and Larry Wachowski, it told the story of a White man, 

Neo, who discovers that his life, as well as the lives of many of his fellow humans, has 

been lived through a computer-generated reality controlled by malevolent artificial 

intelligences.  Neo, his love interest, Trinity, and other revolutionaries, struggle to free 

the human race from this domination.  The highly anticipated second film broke box 

office opening records for the year; but when the finale came out six months later, many 

disappointed fans did not even bother going to theaters.2  Audiences typically regarded 

the second film as action-driven, but generally incomprehensible and pointless at best.  

Many deemed the third film mercenary and deceitful, with its profit-driven directors 

offering pretentious gibberish, designed to confuse and trick.   

                                                           
2 In 1999, the first Matrix opening day gross was ranked 11th and its total gross for the year was 5th.  The 
first film won Oscars for editing, sound and visual effects, and sound. The Matrix Reloaded  rated #4 in 
total gross for 2003 and had the highest opening day gross for movies released that year; The Matrix 
Revolutions, released six months later in December ranked #9 for the year, but its opening day gross was 
almost half that of Reloaded.  Statistics are from The Movie Times at http://www.the-movie-times.com and 
from The Internet Movie Database at http://us.imdb.com.  For a representative mainstream assessment of 
the films and audience responses see Variety Magazine movie reviews by McCarthy, Todd.  "The Matrix 
Revolutions.”  Variety Magazine 09 2003 and The Matrix Reloaded, 05 2003). 
 

http://www.the-movie-times.com/
http://us.imdb.com/
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As the films lost critical acclaim, race rarely factored in as part of the discussion.  

In a story about cultural illusions, mainstream media, academic analysts, and online 

forum contributors did not seem to notice the increasingly radical disruptions of 

patriarchy and Whiteness as the series progressed.  These include the deaths of White 

women in stark contrast to surviving Black ones and the routine distribution of authority 

along gender and race lines.  Further, in Zion, the utopian symbol of a divinely directed 

human order, Asians, Latinos, and African-Americans predominate rather than Whites.  

By the last film, Neo, a savior coded as White, is dead, but a Black woman, a Chinese 

man, and an East Indian child are the last faces seen onscreen, happily anticipating a 

brighter future.  These disruptions are hardly typical of Hollywood, where "one of the 

greatest lies of the cinema is that the world is largely made up of attractive White people 

who perform heroic acts and reproduce" (Foster 138).  At least one possible explanation 

for these deviations lies in areas of philosophy that Matrix analysts marginalize and that 

general viewers seem to know little about, race theory.  Race theory starts with the 

premise that race is intrinsic to cognition, experience, identity and politics in the United 

States.  This theoretical standpoint factors in ontological legacies derived from Western 

colonialism, another less than popular subject.  

Consistent with this assessment, much of current trilogy critique centers on either 

religion or western philosophy.  Christian reviews flourished, with work by religious 

scholars Chris Seay and Greg Garett as examples.  In The Gospel Reloaded, Seay and 

Garett describe the films as a “touchstone” and present them as a spiritual aid in 

understanding contemporary Christianity.  Articles about the film have also appeared in 
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popular magazines Christianity Today, which notes, “[T]he Christian themes in the film 

are so obvious that even nonbelievers can spot them across the room” (Mathewes-Green).  

Publications such as the online Independent Catholic News and the Journal of Religion 

and Film offer not just Christian, but meta-religious themes.  Jean Baudrillard’s 

Simulacra and Simulation is also a popular interpretive lens.  He argues simulated 

experiences are as influential as genuine ones, exercising powers within their own right, 

both limiting and shaping human imagination.  Because the trilogy narrative centers on 

simulated worlds, the tie to Baudrillard seems obvious.  Additionally, the placement of 

his book as a movie prop and use of the book phase “Desert of the Real” supports this 

interpretive basis.  Editor Glenn Yeffeth’s anthology, Taking the Red Pill: Science, 

Philosophy and Religion in the Matrix, offers perspectives privileging not only 

Baudrillard, but Socrates, Descartes, Marx, and others.  Similarly, philosophy professor 

William Irwin’s first Matrix anthology follows the same pattern.  The Marxist article 

within the anthology written by philosophy professors Martin A. Danahay and David 

Rieder is typical.  They focus on the trilogy’s visualization of humanity as physically 

vulnerable, subjected to alienating uses of its energy.  People are born as worker classes, 

hooked into corporate-like structures that fuel machine existences.  All of these 

interpretive frameworks are useful in my analysis, especially Marxism, since the trilogy’s 

themes of manipulated consciousness and labor exploitation tie directly into relationships 

of racialized wealth and labor abuse.  Yet true to my characterization of these critiques as 

ideologies of racial indifference, such writings continually sidestep direct reference to 

Black slavery as foundational for our modern systems.  Even the Marxist interpretation 
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blithely leaves out Marx’s own analysis of African and indigenous exploitations.  The 

race-oriented chapter in Irwin’s third publication, More Matrix and Philosophy: 

Revolutions and Reloaded is just one in sixteen and does not address race theory. 

However, theologian Stephen Faller represents the most overt case of disregard 

for race interpretation.  Faller, who does mention race, marginalizes it at every turn, 

characterizing racial casting as primarily an artistic device.  Without intrinsic relevance, 

race instead alludes to universal relationships between the powerful and the powerless, 

relationships “between the self and society, between the individual and the community” 

(108).  Race and slavery in the trilogy serve as visual metaphors for capitalism, and to 

frame the trilogy in terms of actual American racial binaries is to buy into “Black 

propaganda” that, he believes, misses these larger points (102).  Faller acknowledges 

racial casting could pose culturally specific questions, but he leaves them open, 

insignificant and on the periphery.  Faller examines race in order to dismiss any 

fundamental significance it might have.  His abstract discussion of freedom, faith and 

other values, functions as a mental exercise that does not support personal epiphanies or 

social change.  He and other writers are essentially saying that Americans, citizens of a 

nation founded on racial slavery, genocide and exploitation, should not consider its own 

history in understanding a filmic product it produces about human slavery.   

Film analysts C. Richard King and David J. Leonard take a different tack.  They 

argue the series is a reiteration of stereotypes promoting White superiority and, like 

Faller, they see race in the trilogy as a metaphor, but for them as a carrier of clichéd 

meanings.  The actual films are superficial, they say and, “not about race, racism or the 
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particular experience of a community of color.”  They do not find the casting choices or 

use of large numbers of African American actors significant in dislodging aspects of 

White supremacy.  Other race theory conscious examinations of the trilogy, particularly 

the first film, tend to lump the series into filmic White savior categories.  Film scholars 

Hernán Vera and Andrew M. Gordon define a White savior as,  

The messianic White self . . . the redeemer of the weak, the great leader 

who saves Blacks from slavery or oppression, rescues people of color 

from poverty and disease, or leads Indians in battle for their dignity and 

survival. (3)  

Their analysis of the first film positions it as simply part of an ongoing continuum of 

artifacts reinforcing the superiority of Whiteness, with yet another White male hero 

presented as inherently superior to all others.   

The primary omission in these interpretations is that they do not address the 

preponderance of Black and White binaries expressed in racial casting, yet these filmic 

choices beg for concentrated attention.  For example, dark faces proliferate heavily in 

multicultural Zion.  Interracial romantic couples do not feature in any visible or 

significant way in Zion or the Matrix, again suggesting the importance of phenotypiun 

binaries.  Similarly, agents, the sinister forces of power, are unilaterally cast as White.  

These elements are not symbolically inconsequential, making the trilogy more than a 

detached discussion of capitalism and power relations.  In the same way, racial casting 

and the strategic placement of phenotypes instead allegorically references our 

contemporary world and the cataclysmic impact of race, slavery, and colonialism in 
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shaping American structures.  The narrative, when viewed this way, is a discussion of 

ideas as well as of concrete historical situations.  As West says, “[I]nspirational slogans 

cannot substitute for substantive historical and social analysis” (Race Matters 21).   

What I share with these later race conscious critics is the critical race theory 

approach, which adopts the standpoint that the impact of race is unavoidable and surfaces 

in a variety of tangible ways.  Vera and Gordon write,  

Today the vast majority of humans across the globe still think, feel, and 

act as if ‘race’ were real, as if it pointed to true useful differences among 

people.  Furthermore, no one alive today has lived in a world in which 

race did not matter.  (12)  

The Matrix film narratives are significant because they shape our concepts of veracity, 

accepted as proof of ideological concepts operating below the horizon, and often 

naturalized and left unchallenged.  As film and cultural theorist Richard Dyer notes, these 

images are compromised and imbedded with Whiteness.  Because the standards are 

cultural and biased toward skin color, nonwhites are automatically “bound to fail” (White 

9).  Vera and Gordon concur, calling filmic images part of a process: 

In the white mind as it creates representations of the white self and its relations 

with other.  These processes, which include selective representation, rewriting of 

history, idealization, denial, projection and displacement, guarantee the 

misrecognition of the sources of the racial divide in the United States.  These 

images, produced by white minds, disseminated through the Hollywood cinema, 



 18

influence the entire American culture as well as the cultures of the rest of the 

world.  (203) 

My analysis points out how trilogy imagery and themes illuminate racial issues and then 

suggest the possibility of consciously constructed identities away from Whiteness and 

beyond Blackness.  

 As used here, Whiteness encompasses a range of social and structural privileges.  

It is a type of categorization that promotes White affirmative action and White economic 

success.  Philosophy professor Charles W. Mills defines Whiteness as: 

not merely full personhood, first-class citizenship, ownership of the 

aesthetically normative body, membership in the recognized culture; it is 

also material benefit, entitlement to differential moral and legal and social 

treatment, and differential rational expectations of economic success.  

(29). 

While I recognize the use of the term Blackness usually refers to an imposed 

negative placed on persons of African descent (an opposite of Whiteness), in this study, I 

am primarily using it as an evolved understanding of self as generated by African-

American people.  As film scholar Daniel Bernardi notes, race is not only being Othered, 

but it is, “simultaneously a point of solidarity and dignity” (3).  Black ideologies 

generally incorporate diasporic experience, slavery, and African cultural heritages to 

produce a distinctive standpoint.  Although scholars, such as Cornel West, Henry Louis 

Gates, and bell hooks among others differ in descriptions of these standpoints, what 

generally remains consistent are cultural valuations of coalitional action and interest in 
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personal and community liberation.  Black concerns also typically focus on identity, 

centering experiences, and interpretations of African Americans.  In this sense, it is more 

than, as cultural theorist Stuart Hall frames it, “a cultural politics designed to challenge, 

resist and where possible, to transform the dominant regimes of representation” (qtd. in 

Morely 442).  African American ideologies and worldviews also generate their own 

myths and draw on non-Western orientations for substance.   

American lack of interest in a race-focused analysis is not a surprise.  Mills says 

the United States has an ingrained pattern of evading its racist conceptions, practices and 

dimensions.  Mills characterizes Western disciplines as racially myopic, and even more 

so in philosophical realms (26).  Cultural critic, and religious and philosophy scholar, 

Cornel West, calls the lack of racial dialogue “astonishing,” and a “testimony to just how 

painful and distressing a serious engagement is" (Race Matters 4).   

In this view, economic and social inequity results from everything except White 

racism or a colonialist past.  The term “political correctness” is used to dismiss those who 

quite properly draw attention to representations that reinforce marginalizations and abuse.  

Colorblindness is further distinguished by the perception that a focus on race is in fact 

counterproductive to the maintenance of an equitable society; the continual emphasis on 

race signals an inability to face responsibilities, work hard, or adopt the norms of 

America.  These assumptions include a perception that Whites almost single-handedly 

created America and that White economic success is due to superior intellect, initiative, 

and morality.  Based on Whiteness ideologies, there is also a corresponding, if 

unconscious, orientation that positions people of African descent as morally and 
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intellectual inferior.  These colorblind approaches accomplish at least two things.  They 

preclude the dominant from facing obvious differences in treatment and the reality of past 

and contemporary racism.  To insist that race does not matter, is to silence people who’s 

skin color and phenotypes precludes them from melting into an American pot and 

absolve whites from guilt and responsibility (Howard 52-54).  The dominant paradigm, 

secondly, according to sociologist Melvin Thomas, gives legitimacy to contemporary 

justifications for Black poverty that factor out discrimination.  Thomas concludes that the 

“anything but race perspectives” ignore empirical data, and do not take into account the 

ways discrimination and White economic advantage have shaped and still shape 

American life (2).  These academically based explanations range from lower cognitive 

ability to dysfunctional culture.  Also known as “colorblindness,” these perspectives are a 

modification of continuing racism with distinct moral and intellectual Black and White 

binaries.  Sociologist Eduardo Bonilla-Silva notes that they evolved from overt racist 

behavior into camouflaged ideologies that deny contemporary racism.  Bonilla-Silva 

comments: 

Ideologies are about “meanings in the service of power.”  They are expressions at 

the symbolic level of the fact of dominance.  As such, the ideologies of the 

powerful are central in the production and reinforcement of the status quo.  They 

comfort rulers and charm the ruled much like an Indian snake handler.  Whereas 

rulers received solace by believing they are not involved in the terrible ordeal of 

creating and maintaining inequality, the ruled are charmed by the almost magical 

qualities of a hegemonic ideology.  (26) 
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Thomas’ and Bonilla Silva’s definition and analysis of colorblind theories and ideologies 

support West’s earlier contention that race is an uncomfortable subject as well as Mills’ 

argument that academic institutions are profoundly myopic.  Colorblindness, or the 

“anything but race” approach has become so naturalized, hidden, and powerful that 

simply getting White populations to comprehend racism’s ingrained continuing influence 

is a major task.  

The power of hegemonic ideology is such that it also confuses many people of 

color, although they generally cannot escape its adverse effects.  Sociologist Patricia Hill 

Collins observes that in a world of integration, “many Black people have difficulty seeing 

their connections to other Black people” (Black Sexual Politics 307) or understanding 

race dynamics as part of their commonly alienating experiences.  Marooned in ghettos or 

assimilated into White neighborhoods, racism’s intertwined relationship with sexism 

serves to further increase confusion about the sources and operations of oppression.  

“Black gender ideology” is her term for examining this additional layer of oppression.  

Says Collins: 

Social problems take gender-specific forms, and none will be solved without 

serious attentions to the politics of gender and sexuality . . . Racism is a gender-

specific phenomenon, and Black antiracist politics that do not make gender 

central are doomed to fail because someone will always be left behind.  If either 

women or men remain subordinated, then social injustice persists. (Sexual Politics 

7)   
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Part of this confusion lies in the fact that only portions of a full-fledged black critique 

figures prominently into cultural and filmic analysis.  In terms of the Matrix specifically, 

it appears that, to date, no one has connected the series to Black mythologies, American 

racial history, or analyzed racial casting, representations and narrative in this framework.  

In attempting to do this, and to articulate an analysis that encompasses both Whiteness 

and Blackness as ideological/philosophical reference, I find myself indebted to the 

scholars mentioned above.  Whether they mention race or not, race is wrapped up in all of 

the issues they present --from religion to exploitation to awareness of the power of media.  

Scholars I will particularly reference include cultural theorist Stuart Hall on 

representation, film scholar Richard Dyer on racialized savior typologies, and Henry 

Louis Gates on Black signifyin(g).  In synthesizing their works, I extend their analyses to 

account for the films’ unappreciated challenges to singular heroic roles, character name 

analysis and the like.  I will fully incorporate Black ideologies and philosophies that have 

yet to gain a larger stronghold as a distinct body of critical thought.  The reasons for lack 

of use are varied.  As Collins notes, dominant groups suppress information about Black 

standpoints, and Black groups do not have equal power in disseminating or reinforcing 

their epistemologies.  Further, whether critics are aware of them or not, their application 

to a Hollywood film may simply seem problematic.  Would a White, Hollywood-

financed production actually risk incorporating serious rather than token moments of 

disruption?  Of inserting genuine African-American standpoints and cultural critiques?  

This may seem so improbable that insertion must be dismissed out of hand; yet, I argue 

that such incorporations do indeed appear.   
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I frame most but not all of my analysis in terms of Black and White, seeing this 

dichotomy as more generally appropriate because contemporary frames of racist 

hegemony and domination are overdetermined with these as polar opposites.  While 

Native Americans arguably received special ideological attention at the start of American 

colonization, the promotion of Blacks as extreme Other proliferated at an unparallel level 

during colonialism and American apartheid.  The most codified taxonomies produced by 

Europeans, such as those by the Comte de Buffon and Charles Linne, for example, 

repeatedly insist that the Black identity is more deviant that that of any other.  The 

Black/White dichotomies in the trilogy are correspondingly pronounced, making them 

easy to contrast to other cinema imagery organized around racist perceptions.  In the 

contemporary world, as various Othered people internalize this dichotomy, racialized 

personality often becomes an ongoing project mired in a need to distance oneself from 

the perceived extreme of Blackness regardless of whatever race one has been assigned to.  

Bride and Prejudice (2004), a Bollywood film filmed in India, illustrates this.  Its starring 

actor, Aishwarya Rai, is hazel-eyed, brown-haired and indistinguishable from a White 

European.  Her relationship with a White American male is not framed in terms of race.  

Darker skinned East Indians rarely appear in the film, surfacing instead as stereotypes, 

such as party musician or fleeting crowd face.  The filmic impression is that India 

consists of pale natives largely indistinguishable from Europeans.  Like Water For 

Chocolate (1992) similarly populates Mexico with mostly White looking inhabitants.  

The highly sexual Gertrudis, played by actress Claudette Maillé, is stereotypically 

revealed as having a secret Black/mulatto genealogy.  Conversely, the perception of 
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Black as extreme often explains youthful adoption of African American clothing and 

slang expressions; such adoptions serve to announce extreme alienation, youthful 

perceptions of themselves as socially deviant, as abnormal.  Malibu’s Most Wanted 

(2003) is an example of filmic commentary on this phenomenon.  In the film, wealthy 

White misfits perceive of themselves as an urban gang.  Getting respect for being 

“dissed” means having a grandmotherly clerk apologize for mixing up an aromatherapy 

order in a department store.  These examples are a small sample of how the concept of 

Blackness as extreme and White as normal humanity manifests.  In this context, to 

dislodge, critique, and examine the imagined Black and White extremes of the hierarchy 

implies at least a beginning of an ideological rethinking of the levels in between. 

I argue throughout this study that the trilogy’s interpretive strength is to suggest to 

Whites what a racially equitable solution costs and looks like.  In other words, equity 

involves altering common representations, acknowledging other standpoints, and 

experiencing the racial trauma that has caused the differences.  It also means 

acknowledging Blacks and other nonwhite agitations as leadership sources of coalitional 

movements, and acknowledging those groups as having the most logical motivations for 

change.  This means a radical overturning of White messiah mythologies, one that factors 

in the systemic reasons for nonwhite disadvantage and “needs” for supernatural White 

help.  Rather than a White savior fantasy, a liberation-oriented construction of Whiteness 

grounded in history and genuine sacrifice can emerge.  Rather than magnifying White 

doles given to the racialized poor, charity can be understood within a context that factors 

in colonialist capitalism and wealth.  More anchored constructions open the doors to 
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dialogue about historically accurate white messiah roles and their costs; it points to past 

and neo-abolitionists working to alter systems of access and opportunity.  This potentially 

offers a non-pejorative useful way out for those who want to move away from 

constructions where “Whiteness is synonymous with domination” (Giroux 285-320).  

That the Matrix trilogy, produced by White male writers and directors, is capable of a 

nonracist interpretation, is as relevant as the White component of the abolitionist 

movements in the 1800s and the civil rights activist of the 1950-60s.  Philosophy and 

African-American Studies scholar Lucius T. Outlaw, Jr. comments:  

For the truth of the matter is that there can and will be no substantial renovative 

work on notions, instantiation, practices and institutionalizations of, and 

investments of all kinds, in Whiteness without the willing embracing of such 

ongoing work and its progress-spurring consequences by those identified and 

living as White folks. (160) 

Slavery in America for example, did not end without loss of White life, without White 

promotion of alternate ideologies, and without the one-by-one conversions of those 

Whites who learned to see the paradoxes between White supremacy and everyday 

thought and practice.   

Using a close textual and contextual analysis, I trace the themes of gender and 

race in the Matrix trilogy arguing for the presence of a parallel, embedded filmic 

narrative, one that neatly aligns with African-American critical traditions affirming 

subjugated ideologies, knowledges, communities and forms.  Decoding the films through 

the lenses of race, womanist, film studies, and cultural studies theories, I explore this 
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signified, covert story line through phenotypes, casting choices, plot twists, and extra 

filmic events.  I argue their preponderance, consistency and coherence is evidence of 

deliberate commentary.  I further argue that we can reasonably understand the trilogy as a 

historically motivated critique of Whiteness and White supremacy, offering references to 

American slavery and to cross-social mechanisms of ideological domination and 

collective, coalitional and revolutionary change.  Since longstanding racial and gender 

understandings, along with their attendant domination and oppression, persist, examining 

popular films with transformed constructions is useful in supporting frameworks for 

conceptual change.  In Chapter 1, I introduce theoretical frameworks and analytical 

methodology.  I also offer a close textual analysis, an interpretation of the trilogy’s deep 

structure, and an exploration of the trilogy’s connection to slave narratives.  In Chapter 2, 

I examine the roles of Blacks and nonwhites as symbols of subjugated knowledges, 

worthy within and of themselves.  The racial persona of the main actor, Keanu Reeves, 

along with his intertextual affiliations, perceived ambiguities are the subject of Chapter 3.  

In this chapter, I also examine audience receptions and speculate about their significance 

in indicating ongoing conceptual divides and epistemological differences.  I conclude this 

study with a move away from race and with an interpretation of what human means not 

only within the Matrix fabula, but also potentially in our real world.   
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Chapter 1 Methodologies and Theoretical Frameworks 

In August 2005, Hurricane Katrina hit New Orleans, leaving a predominantly 

Black population living in makeshift centers and worried about dead or lost relatives.  

Experiencing one of America’s most devastating natural disasters, thousands of the city’s 

residents found themselves without a working government support system.  Throughout 

the catastrophe mainstream media broadcast to the nation endless reports of the 

hurricane’s aftermath: depictions of a Black population gone mad without its controlling 

White citizenry.  Rapes, theft, and the most wanton acts of violence had apparently 

become commonplace.  Black lawlessness and irresponsibility were so rampant that U.S. 

Senator Rick Santorum suggested penalties be leveled against people left in New 

Orleans, action he deemed appropriate because they failed to heed hurricane warnings 

and leave (Babington and Murray) in the first place.  Similarly, Rev. Jesse Lee Peterson 

joined the criticism, condemning citizens left behind for a “lack of moral character.”  

Characterizing the population as “fat as pigs” and driving nice cars, Peterson found them 

responsible for their own plight (“Right Wing”).  Finally, former first lady Barbara Bush 

chuckled during a visit to New Orleans evacuees at the Houston Astrodome and 

concluded that New Orleans survivors had lucked out, since, “[s]o many of the people in 

the arena here, you know, were underprivileged anyway, so this, this is working very well 

for them”(Foxnews.com). 

However, in the end, representations of Black savagery and widespread civil 

unrest remained largely unsubstantiated, in fact often refuted.  The city’s main 

newspaper, The Times Picayune, reported that only four violent deaths occurred during 
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the entire flood period.  Fairness and Accuracy in Reporting (FAIR), a national media 

watch group based in New York, noted that in virtually every case, accounts were 

exaggerated, particularly those about “heroic police raids into the Convention Center.”  

FAIR concluded 

Indeed, weeks later, the Los Angeles Times (9/27/05) noted that follow-up 

reporting had discredited most of the wilder reports, including those of 

pedophilic rape, murder at the Superdome and “roving bands of armed 

gang members attacking the helpless.” . . .  Similarly, Knight Ridder’s 

wire service (10/2/05) debunked the seminal stories of sniping at rescue 

vehicles, reporting that “more than a month later, representatives from the 

Air Force, Coast Guard, Department of Homeland Security and Louisiana 

Air National Guard say they have yet to confirm a single incident of 

gunfire at helicopters.” The article put to rest the ambulance-shooting 

mythologies propagated by the likes of (Wolf) Blitzer, observing that the 

account from which they germinated was mischaracterized to begin with; 

the ambulance driver who claimed he was prevented from dropping 

supplies off at a hospital because of armed crowds on its roof “never went 

to the hospital, turning back after hearing a warning over military radio.”   

The most notorious example of subjective media reportage came when news 

outlets disseminated similar images of Blacks and Whites wading through water 

with food in hand.  Virtually identical pictures rated significant different captions, 

with Whites described as “finding” food and the Blacks as “looting” (Ralli).  
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Mainstream media instead promoted stories of heroic policing forces and of 

White volunteerism.  The racially heroic Other side of the disaster never reached 

mainstream audiences although alternative reports existed.  Emergency medical 

technicians trapped while attending a New Orleans convention, for example, 

published an article commending what they called  

the real heroes and sheroes of the hurricane relief effort: the working class 

of New Orleans. The maintenance workers who used a forklift to carry the 

sick and disabled. The engineers, who rigged, nurtured and kept the 

generators running. The electricians who improvised thick extension cords 

stretching over blocks to share the little electricity we had in order to free 

cars stuck on rooftop parking lots. Nurses who took over for mechanical 

ventilators and spent many hours on end manually forcing air into the 

lungs of unconscious patients to keep them alive. Doormen who rescued 

folks stuck in elevators.  Refinery workers who broke into boat yards, 

"stealing" boats to rescue their neighbors clinging to their roofs in flood 

waters.  Mechanics who helped hot-wire any car that could be found to 

ferry people out of the City.  And the food service workers who scoured 

the commercial kitchens improvising communal meals for hundreds of 

those stranded.  (Bradshaw and Slonsky) 

They reported, as did alternative radio and television broadcasters Democracy Now, that 

affluent New Orleans Whites from unaffected districts could be seen carrying 

merchandise out of stores.  Months later, a U.S. House of Representative report on the 
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disaster condemned not the residents, but government agencies for failing to coordinate 

and implement proper rescue actions.  New Orleans residents had limited food and water 

and in some cases none.  Residents of the Convention Center and Superdome are 

depicted as suffering under horrible conditions.  The report paints the picture of a 

population in misery, offers images of black bodies left in the streets and drowned in 

homes.  The report confirms poverty as the major reason most people were unable to 

leave.  Blacks confined to the superdome saw the power go out, had toilets backed up and 

lived in intense heat and putrid smells.  At the convention center, people had no water, 

food or medical supplies.  Relief efforts as well as expressions of concern by the 

NAACP, United Negro College Fund, Black churches, and a host of other Black 

organizations made headlines, not in national media, but in alternative and Black 

newspapers.  

This contemporary instance of racially weighted reporting is neither remarkable 

nor new.  The significance of the Katrina media coverage summary is the same as that of 

the personal narrative mentioned earlier -- race continues to significantly complicate 

nonwhite and, in particular, Black lives.  This occurs not just in everyday ordinary 

situations, but also in wider political and cultural circles, with disastrous results.  It is 

DuBois’s veil again -- the long-noted instance of racial double consciousness, of seeing 

oneself through the eyes of a racist Other while at the same time having access to an 

indigenous standpoint.  In the hands of a racist Western system, Black humanity is 

traditionally problematic; it is the alternative to analyzing economic structures behind 

White/Black relationships and social dichotomies.  Homi Bhabha’s articulation of 
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mimicry articulates the same phenomenon from a slightly different perspective.  

Problematic Black humanity becomes a necessary creation for systems of domination 

because, as Bhabha writes, colonizing cultures need to not only produce images of the 

White elite as ideal, but also shadow, mimetic images of the dominated as inferior.  These 

dualistic images present the Other as unable to live up to dominant models.  African 

Americans may talk, look and act American, but the working of mimicry is to 

demonstrate that they are not equivalent to other citizens.  Positioned as never fully 

culturally suitable, representations depict them as continually failing, attempting, 

translating, or mimicking.  In the case of Black New Orleanians, representations moved 

from mimicry to menace.  In this stage, Bhabha writes, the real purpose of mimicry is 

exposed, to justify control and exclusion with representations of Blacks as almost totally 

different from normalized representations of humanity, that is to say White Americans. 

The ease with which Americans uncritically accepted the castigation of New 

Orleans Blacks occurs because Blacks, true to the paradigms of inhumanity, are routinely 

denigrated in virtually every visual arena.  Dark skin color and African American 

ethnicity work as a tangible, conceptual sign whose associations are immorality and 

brutality.  Arthur Asa Berger writes that sign systems can be seen as more than simply 

ways to communicate.  Their arrangements materialize social agreements about what 

groups tell and believe, providing larger information about how “the human mind works” 

(Berger 6, 20).  In addition, cultures, as Stuart Hall notes, develop systematic codes that 

“fix the relationships between concepts and signs” making it easy for people within 

groups to convey ideas (Hall, Representation 21).  Meanings for race develop in specific 
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social systems, although the humans born in these structures see their codes, meanings, 

and signs as normal rather than slanted.   

Berger’s, Bhabha’s and Hall’s analyses of signs and representations start my 

discussion of theory, because the foundation of my interdisciplinary and meta-critical 

framework is the generally accepted idea that humans learn, perpetuate, and construct 

conceptual worlds through systems of imagery understood by their social, historical, and 

cultural existences.  This theoretical base underlies my use of semiotics as a 

methodology.  Semiotics, according to Hall, is the attempt to read activities and objects 

as communications, as a part of larger language systems that transmit meaning.  Actions 

and objects are expressive units that explain underlying cultural beliefs not overtly 

expressed in narrative.  From this angle, I decode names, clothing, postures and other 

signs eventually to identify structural understandings.  The notion of myth is an equally 

important aspect of this study.  In Roland Barthes’ description, myths function in signs 

appropriated by society for a particular social use or discursive communication.  Myths 

are messages, he argues.  Their effectiveness relies on material and a consciousness that 

“has already been worked on” (Barthes 109-10).  For Black Katrina victims and Black 

Americans in general, the prevailing myth and discourse is of moral, elite White 

humanity contrasted to Black, barbaric inferiority.   

Racialized, but radically different African American myths exist as well.  

According to African-American studies scholar Henry Louis Gate, these are also 

intricately involved in identity, in a Black “fundamental idea of itself” (Monkey 23).  In 

both cases, the same signs of skin color, African American origin, and culture are 
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involved, but the interpretive myths and conceptual universes have different standpoints.  

Like White myths, Black myths also encompasses “historically and culturally specific 

discourses,” that should be studied in relation to particular societies and times (Hall, 

Representations 47).  However, the study of Black myths is a bit more difficult.  

According to Gates, they are “buried or encoded,” in fact concealed in a number of 

fragments “as if to protect its own code from (mis)appropriation” (Signifying Monkey 

23).  Gates further explains myths in relationship to African-American signifyin(g) 

practices.  Black identity and mythical codes operate in a concealed zone that deliberately 

plays with and references shared White signs.  As a highly intertextual practice, it takes 

many ritual forms and communicates meanings that White segments of its audience see 

but generally misrecognize.  As Gates points out, the salient Black signifyin(g) feature is 

indirection, with meaning resting between the translations of two sign-systems or 

languages.  It represents intersections and “perpendicular universes” where African 

American vernacular discourses and myths meet western icons and conceptualizations 

(Signifying Monkey 149).  Gates says of signifying texts: 

What we are privileged to witness here is the (political, semantic) 

confrontation between two parallel discursive universes; the Black 

American linguistic circle and the White.  We see here the most subtle and 

perhaps the most profound trace of an extended engagement between two 

separate and distinct yet profoundly—even inextricable—related orders of 

meaning dependent precisely as much for their confrontation of relation of 

identity, manifested in the signifier, as on their relations of difference, 
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manifested at the level of the signified.  We bear witness here to a 

protracted argument over the nature of the sign itself, with the Black 

vernacular discourse proffering its critique of the sign as the difference 

that Blackness makes within the larger political culture and it historical 

unconscious.  (Signifying Monkey 45) 

The historically discursive practice of signifyin(g)  deliberately operates between 

Afro-American culture and the American culture, according to Gates.  As such, it 

ties to other dissident Black practices such as the communication of cultural 

understandings in quilts, pottery, folktales, and spirituals in order to reform an 

imposed language into one that met their intellectual and communicative needs.  

Diasporic in origin, signifyin(g) addresses my primary argument that covert 

trilogy meanings merge, enlarge, and extend oppositional mythologies of Whites 

and Blacks.  Signifyin(g) is an example of a subversive coding, which presumes 

one group of receivers is ‘monocultural’ and thus assumes that its own 

interpretation of messages is the only one possible, while the second 

group, living in two cultures, may recognize a double message . . . which 

also requires recognizing that some form of coding has taken place.  

(Radner 3) 

Although Gates is primarily interested in connecting a Black literary tradition to oral 

linguistic patterns, what interests me is his assumption of an indigenous, diaspora-derived 

Black intellectual and mythical tradition.  Rather than merely imitative, this intellectual 

tradition has, like all sign systems, strongly organic elements and from within has 
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“shared, repeated, critiqued and revised” its constituents (Signifying Monkey 121).  

Meaning is culturally intentional and aware, offering its own perspectives while 

simultaneously making commentary on the alternate discourses.  The juxtaposition and 

marriage of both as oppositional and as similar opens a third space for consideration of 

the ambiguities existing between them.  African American signifyin(g) also allowed for 

expression of a “Black sacred and secular mythic discourse as metaphorical and 

metaphysical systems” (Signifying Monkey 111, 113-114).  Black signifyin(g) is 

therefore a mythical and ideological criticism, part of communal and private rituals. 

Specifying these Black myths and ideologies, as well as juxtaposing them with 

those of Whiteness discourses, becomes critical to my project because perpendicular 

African American  understandings were meant to be undetected by the larger society and, 

as I argue, are similarly obscured in the Matrix trilogy.  The trilogy signifies and, 

therefore, Matrix meanings cannot be taken for granted or assumed as known.  In the 

following sections, I outline these myths and discourses in detail as well as throughout 

my study.   

The trilogy, as a polysemic text, signifies different mythologies, but these myths 

also overlap, allowing for combined, parallel readings.  As Craig Owens notes, such texts 

are read through understandings embedded in older symbolic forms.  For the Black 

reader, White understandings hover next to the Black ones; explicit and cloaked 

conceptualizations existing side by side.  I will therefore demonstrate similarities as well 

as differences when mythical representations overlap.  This overlapping parallels the 

work of slave narratives and, again, suggests a Black communication and commentary 
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style.  Matrix film representations show evidence of merged allegory and of subversive 

signifyin(g), although signifyin(g) is the most consistent device used in the films. 

What my approach offers that is different from other critiques is specificity and 

primacy of Black religious consciousness, history, womanism, and ideology in an 

integrated interpretive framework.  While others have done extensive work and filmic 

analysis on savior narratives, womanism and even prophetic vision, a directed Black and 

womanist values/ideology-centered filmic approach adds an essential dimension in the 

project of uncovering deep structures of continuing racism.  This “discrete Black 

difference” as indicated in the numerous writings and cultural productions of Blacks, 

testifies to our primary and longstanding investments in analyzing race and Black 

representations.  Theorist Linda Tuhiwai Smith makes no apologies for theory and 

methodology grounded in the perspectives of the indigenous person.  She argues: 

the reach of imperialism into ‘our heads’ challenges those who belong to 

colonized communities to understand how this occurred, partly because 

we perceive a need to decolonize our minds, to recover ourselves, to claim 

a space in which to develop a sense of authentic humanity.  (23) 

My interest in broadening conceptualizations is squarely within an African-American 

womanist tradition of articulation and concern with transformation, invisibility and 

agency.  An ultimate goal is to amplify racial discussions and make naturalized realms of 

contemporary racism less natural. 

Assumptions about White messiah roles and religion come under particular 

scrutiny.  While I agree that Whites have supernatural divine-like powers, I see it as a 
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power that derives from systemic exploitation and depriving others of an ability to save 

themselves.  In this vein, I evaluate White messiahs by their ability to sacrifice, restore 

and  work in service of systemic reversal.  Without some metaphorical link to restoration, 

messiah roles are ego trips with little celestial value.  In short, White messiahs sacrifice, 

using their privilege either to help the subjugated or to change the very systems that 

enslave others and provide them with their unnatural abilities to grant charities.  Black 

messiah roles similarly are critiqued by their promotion of communal good as opposed to 

individual recognition.  Community, consistent with Black ideology, must work as the 

focus of Black messianic action.  Black messiahs are those who, consistent with their 

positions in life, offer insight into ways the system oppresses as well as ways to resist.  

For example, if Whites have supernatural ability to command world resources, then Black 

ability to perform acts of insight and “prophetic vision” are also supernatural resources 

explained by their historical situations.  People of different races can occasionally 

function in either role, based on the persons they interact with and their levels of 

privilege.  This does not negate the reality that Whites as a race have privilege while 

Others are generally disadvantaged, but instead it points to the reality that there is 

complexity in human relations.  In my configuration, people are complementary saviors. 

Because Black visionings are informed by shared subjugated consciousnesses, I 

also give attention to communal imagery.  Racial exceptions do not necessarily disrupt 

stereotypes; instead, they actually work to disprove the humanity of Others.  If the 

subjugated is not a part of a group culture, then individual accomplishments are not 

testimony to group value.  Instead, the exceptions buy into excuses that “We are different 
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from other Blacks who are more ignorant, lazy.”  Although this positioning gives the 

exceptions a certain kind of Whitish status, and often allows them to direct long speeches 

generally to Whites about the pathologies of their group, it never addresses the 

overwhelming structural or systemic factors that elevate one and depress changes of 

Others. Whites do not carry this burden of being racial exceptions, since they are 

assumed to automatically represent the standard for higher humanity.  As fully human, 

they may fall from grace, but society considers them as born with every element required 

for moral, intellectual judgment.  This is very different for African Americans.  Full 

humanity, in my methodology, means Black existence, aesthetics and expression count 

within their own terms and standards as part of the diversity of human expression.  

Similarly, the role of Black women is also a primary sign/code.  Possibly the most 

maligned people on the planet, a film’s liberation gauge cannot be divorced apart from 

their representations.  Any representation that merely suggests they are White-like or 

capable of fitting into traditional Western valuations of femininity is actually a negation 

of historically specific struggles, epistemologies and longstanding, documented incidents 

of activism.  These mimetic characterizations deny the separately derived Black woman’s 

legacy of “tenacity, resistance and insistence on sexual equality,” a heritage which 

feminist scholar Angela Davis positions as the basis for redefining womanhood (29).  

Consistent with critical race theory, I also assume that American culture is still 

systemically racist and that many of the same tactics useful for slaves and abolitionists 

may be just as needed today as in the past.  All of these steps in my methodology position 

the majority of Hollywood films as neither revolutionary nor counter-hegemonic. 
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My analysis is also socio-historical since it tries to match filmic events with 

American historical situations, and to the preexisting genre of slave narratives produced 

specifically within the United States.  I attempt to balance standpoints from African-

American communities with those that derived from Western colonialist-based traditions.  

Film reviews, trilogy DVD commentaries, and popular and academic writings 

contextualize the films.   

Since I also survey audience receptions, I make use of online sources, such as 

movie discussion groups.  These online forums seem appropriate because they are 

generally unmediated primary documents testifying to audience and critics reactions.  In 

looking at these sites, I examine allegory and signifyin(g), assuming dominant related 

meanings are explicitly encoded, serving as another layered, polysemic mixture designed 

to enhance an overall reading.   

To sum up my procedure for evaluating the Matrix trilogy, the base unit of 

analysis I use is individual actor role, narrative twists and an array of signs including 

phenotypes, race and mise en scene.  Using semiotics as my methodology, I assume 

polysemic interpretations are possible and work to discover how each role relates to 

Black and White ideology systems.  For this reason, some of the more obvious semiotic 

signs, such as set color changes/themes in Matrix to Zion to machine worlds are not 

included for analysis.  These signs do not bear directly on race and are therefore less 

useful.  For similar reasons, I do not privilege Marxist analysis or other philosophical 

musings on reality, because Black ideology has always addressed these issues as coupled 

with those of exploitation, not as overarching or as existing abstractly.  Therefore, I look 
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at these issues only as they illuminate specific American histories and racialized 

ideologies.  

Is There More Than One American Savior?  

In juxtaposing and intermingling racial and gender myths and ideologies, I want 

to state which ideological frameworks I am using.  Religion, in the form of Christianity, 

figures heavily in this process because it is an intense thematic thread in the Matrix films.  

Writers often interpret the trilogy solely in terms of White Christian conventions, yet this 

single analytical lens is problematic.  Cultural critic, religion and philosophy scholar 

Cornel West, who writes extensively about African American Christianity and 

philosophy, has noted in a number of uncontested statements that his works are 

conceptually influential to the film (Corliss, Luscombe).  Supporting his contention is his 

casting as a trilogy character, his selection by the Wachowski brothers as a philosophical 

commentator in the Ultimate Matrix DVD Collection, and his widely reported 

philosophical conversations with the Wachowskis during the filming of the sequels.  This 

makes a racially aware critique of the trilogy impossible without first understanding the 

racial divides and connections between traditional Western and African American 

Christianity, as well as their relationships to both White and Black ideologies.   

For both Whites and Blacks, Christian religion and biblical narratives serve as key 

interpretative elements of the American experience.  Basic Christian doctrines include 

divine selection of particular groups and individuals for special purposes, salvation in the 

form of human deliverance from actual and spiritual slavery, individual sacrifice and 

death in support of humanity, resurrection from the dead, and proselytizing as the 
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divinely ordained spreading of doctrine.  At the center of the Christian faith is Jesus.  An 

incarnation of the divine in human form, he is the quintessential savior figure whose life 

exemplifies all of the doctrines.  His narrative elements include spiritual, material and 

intellectual transcendence, the modeling of a godly, superior lifestyle, and oppositional 

positions against earthly authorities, which eventually leads to his death and resurrection.  

Literature and African American Studies scholar Werner Sollors, in arguing the 

pervasive, foundational impact of the Christian story on American identity calls “the 

imitation of Christ . . . a duty for Western Pilgrims” (51).  His analysis of White Christian 

interpretations positions them as Puritan in origin, portraying the transatlantic voyage as a 

new exodus, with Whites performing messianic nationalism.  From its inception, he 

writes, White American literature and sermons continually align characters to Adam and 

Christ typologies.  Although Sollors locates racism and skin color as on the periphery of 

these religious/secular themes and types, his examples do show that when White 

narratives diverge from this pattern, it is in order to comment on White deviations from 

their assumed racial ideal.  This suggests what critical race theorists argue, that 

Whiteness as an ideology overdetermines the development of Western messianic 

narratives. 

Richard Dyer argues for a Christian tradition of “Black: White moral dualism” 

developing during the crusades when Europeans fought against and encountered 

populations of dark others.  These Black and White dichotomies associated pale skin with 

morality and darker skins with evil, “although no developed notion of race was explicitly 

in play,” (White 66, 67).  During colonial eras, when the west began to dominate and 
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enslave darker people, these initial dichotomies became full-fledged hierarchies.  

Positioned at the top, Europeans defined themselves as White, with pale skins and 

superior cultures, they became imagined divine standards of humanity.  The hierarchies 

intrinsically distanced Europeans from other people and, in particular, from their 

paradigmatic opposites, Black Africans.  As Black slavery grew, so did constructions of 

Whiteness as an “explicit ideal” of goodness, spirituality and beauty.  Anthropologist 

Laura Ann Stoler comments, 

Such a perspective figures race, racism, and its representations as 

structured entailments of post enlightenment universals, as formative 

features of modernity, as deeply embedded in bourgeois liberalism, not as 

aberrant offshoots of them.  (9) 

In my extension of Dyer’s writing, the spreading of Whiteness in its various cultural 

incarnations also equated to the spread of superior Christian living and godly lifestyles.  

Assumptions about superior White rationality and morality materialized in visual imagery 

and in written works.  Consistent with Crusade and slavery-influenced understandings, 

Enlightenment writers, such as Carl von Linne argued in 1735 that man was “formed 

after the image of his Maker” but Blacks were devoid of moral and intellectual qualities, 

making their place among humanity problematic (Eze 10).  Similarly, David Hume 

asserted:  

There never was a civilized nation of any other complexion than White, 

nor even any individual eminent either in action or speculation.  No 

ingenious manufactures amongst them, no arts, no sciences.  On the other 
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hand, the most rude and barbarous of the Whites, such as the ancient 

Germans, the present Tartars, have still something eminent about them, in 

their valour, form of government or some other particular. (Eze 33)  

On American soil, Thomas Jefferson agreed that Blacks were inferior to Whites, a 

perception so deep that he feared free Black movement in White cultures would “stain the 

blood of his master.”  Jefferson correspondingly recommended the removal of such 

Blacks from American society (Eze 102).  Symptomatic of these widely accepted views, 

White narratives and imagery represented darker people as background to the more 

important White characters.  They also naturalized White skin color and European 

cultures as ideal and the Western world as the origin of heroic savior types.  Appropriate, 

religious/secular representations of Blacks positioned them as emulating, serving, and 

loving White people who were positioned as God-like cultural superiors.  Birth of a 

Nation (1915), for example, terms the Blacks who renounce Yankees and emancipation, 

“faithful souls.”  Represented as devoted to their former slave-owners, they are in direct 

contrast to freed, newly elected reconstruction-era Blacks.  The film represented them as 

uncouth men who eat meals, place bare feet on desks and pass inflammatory laws during 

parliamentary sessions.  Black women associated with the new Black legislators 

participate in parties that are lascivious and full of wine. 

This aspect of racialized typologies also connects to Dyer’s analysis of gendered 

dimensions of Whiteness.  White males, as exemplary types of Jesus, could transcend the 

flesh.  Elevated intellects and rationality signified this; the corresponding representation 

depicted males as objective, wise, and fair managers.  These representations, along with 
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assumed inherent White morality, were part of a discursive system justifying White male 

world domination.  Sociologist Jessie Daniels adds another dimension to male Whiteness, 

that of a warrior who battles nonwhite hordes and feminizing forces that attempted to 

circumscribe his ultimate masculinity (Daniels 54).  White male sexuality was part of a 

dignified, fleshly/spiritual battle that ideally ended in the arms of ultimate femininity, 

White women. 

Gendered female dimensions of White holiness also gave European women 

unique qualities.  Daniels characterizes ideal White female sexuality as pure, unsullied by 

contact with nonwhite men, and crucial to the continuance of a superior White race.  

Sherry Ortner theorizes that as societies become more complex and stratified, the status 

of the group ties to women’s sexual exclusiveness.  In overdetermined Western 

colonialist racial hierarchies, the threat is that if nonwhite males had access to White 

females, these males could conceivably improve their group social status.  However, this 

is untenable in an economic structure dependant on subjugated Others.   

The White female sexual/economic project gains religious connotations by 

linking White women to the ultimate virgin, the Virgin Mary.  In its Christian translation, 

Dyer argues that White women’s purity becomes a heightened spirituality that transcends 

the flesh, bypassing sexual drives almost entirely.  Ideal White women are, consistent 

with these constructions, submissive, passive, and ethereal.  Race and gender combines 

so that the spiritual-economic ideal conflates with a visual one.  Dyer notes, “The Virgin 

Mary is the supreme exemplar of this feminine Whiteness.  Her fair hair and complexion, 

often White robes and association with lilies and doves all constitute her undisputed 
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virtue in terms of White hue and skin” (29, 74).  Stoler similarly argues for a “discourse 

of sexuality” that led to understandings that “‘character’ ‘good breeding’ and proper 

rearing were implicitly raced” (Stoler 11).  For all of these writers, race underscores our 

contemporary understandings about sexuality and womanhood.  It entwines with 

representations, constructions, and assumptions about morality.  The result and purpose 

of female and male Whitened Christianity is to reproduce divinely sanctioned hierarchies 

of racial elitism; this worldview suggests God endorses White supremacy.   

An episode of Showtime’s Fat Actress, “Big Butts” (2005), demonstrates how the 

sense of exclusive racial mating for White females survives.  Kirste Allie, in an odyssey 

for sex, finds an available Black man, but ends up laughing so hard at his fascination with 

her large hips that she is unable to complete the act.  The series markedly let the audience 

know penetration did not occur, and she, as a standard of Whiteness and normalcy, could 

not take seriously his culturally-based preferences for largeness, despite her own size.  

What this illustrates is the persistence of colonialist inspired discourses and fears.  While 

contemporary filmic White women and men undeniably appear as sexual beings, unafraid 

of intimacy or passion, what has not changed is the exclusive, Virgin Mary/savior-like 

essence of Whiteness as an ideal.  If White women fail to produce all-White children, 

pure White male saviors will no longer exist to direct inferior Others out of their cultural 

and moral bondage.  What is also reproduced here is the notion of mimicry.  The Black 

male operates as a typical American executive, but is revealed to have preferences that 

demonstrate characteristics that are less than normal, less than White.  Whiteness, as Vera 
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and Hernán argue, has a resilient nature, one “embedded in the national unconscious” 

(12).   

West indicates that the Africans enslaved in the United States developed 

understandings of Christianity, gender, and race that reflected their own ontologies and 

experiences.  This prophetic visionary tradition, says West, “began the moment that 

African slaves, laboring in the sweltering heat on plantations owned and ruled primarily 

by White American Christians, tried to understand their lives and servitude in the light of 

biblical texts, Protestant hymns, and Christian testimonies” (Prophesy 15).  Brutal forced 

labor and racism by Whites merged into a Black philosophical orientation allowing 

enslaved Africans and their descendents to redefine and recontextualize dominant 

understandings.  If a racialized White Christianity continually positioned pale skin color 

as a signifier of morality, Black understandings often departed from these notions.  Skin 

color instead identified Blacks as slaves, and linked them to the people most central to 

Christianity, Jews and Jesus.  Within this ontology, African-Americans refuted 

dehumanizing constructions of slavery as their natural condition, instead concentrating on 

narrative themes such as exodus from bondage.  Similarly, biblical indictment of people 

responsible for slave suffering served to invalidate Western constructions equating dark 

skin color with immorality and evil and White skin color with automatic goodness.  This 

fusion of Christianity with Black ontology resulted in a critical orientation within 

African-American culture, an ideology/philosophy that includes ingrained skepticism of 

existing human institutions, high regard for individual experiences and democratic 

processes, as well as for demystifying skills directed at both internal and dominant 
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cultures.  The prophetic side of Black thought moves beyond critique and identification 

of “concrete social evils,” to envisioning change.  Its next step is to generate cultures of 

hope, faith and love motivated to work and wait for change.  This latter aspect, according 

to West, “resulted in the possible triumph of the nihilistic threat in Black America” (Race 

Matters 27).  Nihilism, says West, posed a particular threat in light of deadly and brutal 

American realities and dominant dehumanizing western ideologies.   

West’s view of African-American critical, religious, and philosophical 

standpoints corresponds to other scholarly conclusions.  Anthropologists Stanley Mintz 

and Richard Price, in a related vein, speculate that the trauma of Western dehumanizing 

ideology fostered a rapid development of new cultural forms, in particular creolized 

religions.  They comment, “this most degrading of all aspects of slavery seem to have had 

the effect of encouraging the slaves to cultivate an enhanced appreciation for exactly 

those most personal, most human characteristics which differential one individual from 

another” (Mintz and Price 41, 45-51).  Like West and Mintz and Price, cultural theorist 

bell hooks characterizes the “Black oppositional gaze” as a cultural awareness born in 

diasporic power struggles.  As such, it exists at the center of Black hegemonic resistance 

(Reel to Reel 199).  The element of praxis, of prescriptive social action to promote 

greater freedom, also receives attention from Fred Hord and Jonathan Scott Lee in their 

analysis of African-American philosophy.  Unlike the previously mentioned scholars, 

they situate activism within an African-based ideological continuum privileging 

community over individual.  Intellect, as they see it, becomes valuable primarily within 

the context of larger, mutual well being.  The heroic is primarily communal, concerned 
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with the development and survival of whole communities.  Whatever the origin, Sollors 

and many others offer numerous examples of indigenous Black narratives and songs 

positioning the enslaved as the “chosen people.”  These examples demonstrate a 

recurring typology of Blacks as messiahs delivering a reflexive intellectual and psychic 

redemption for hypocritical White Americans, rather than the dominant White trope of 

Blacks passively receiving superior culture and morality.  Although, as Stuart Hall notes, 

there is no singular “stream of ‘dominant ideas’ into which everything and everyone has 

been absorbed” (qtd. in Morley 434), there is nonetheless significant evidence that large 

numbers of African American Blacks in varying degrees did indeed have a shared 

epistemology influenced partly by paradoxical White Christianity, different cultural 

aesthetics and their own experience as slaves.  Further, as Gates has argued, Black 

cultural references are intertextual and often group oriented.  Rather than reductive, Black 

ideology is an attempt to look at common concepts from within this broad critical 

standpoint.  Hegemonic views when absorbed by Blacks, are bypassed in my study 

because non disruptive views offer no insight into how structural change occurred or why 

concepts justifying change existed.  In addition, scholars uniformly document an 

overwhelming desire for systemic change by most Black people throughout American 

history, although in varying manifestations, levels and intensities.  In contemporary 

times, scholars argue oppression still exists and Black oppositional epistemologies still 

produce cultural critique.  From slave narratives, to sermons, to rap music, the impression 

is strong that despite modification and updates, core-underlying ideologies of protest and 

struggle against oppression persist and surface.  It seems equally likely that the base is of 
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this intellectual and aesthetic activity is a Black critical consciousness and continued 

engagements with racial fictions of the dominant culture.  

Womanism is a gendered dimension to this ongoing critical and cultural process, 

and it has Christian implications as well.  Womanism developed in light of the specific 

sexual understanding ascribed not only to Blacks, but in particular to women.  Beginning 

in the earliest colonial times, Western travel reports depicted Black women as 

cannibalistic, oversexed, and incapable of spirituality, writes historian Jennifer L. 

Morgan.  Also a women's and gender studies scholar, Morgan enumerates several 16th 

and 17th century accounts that describe Black women as unaffected by hard labor, as 

experiencing no pains in childbirth, producing children in litters and then killing them.  

These representations, Morgan argues, served to distance Black women from a common 

human and, in particular, a divinely ordained feminine order.  It categorized them, by 

virtue of Blackness and African ancestry, as clearly not the daughters of Eve or as even 

potential “members of a Christian community” (Morgan 52).  Theologian Stephanie 

Mitchem similarly writes of feminine racial contrasts, noting, “[w]hite women’s bodies 

were the contrasting ideals against which Black women were judged” (Mitchem 13).  

Positioned as animals, Black women were portrayed as inherently incapable of spiritual, 

maternal, or marital feelings, direct opposites of Dyer’s Whitened Virgin Marys.  The 

political aspect of this was, according to Stoler, the creation of a 

discourse that conferred the right to live in a certain way on those with the 

cultural competencies to exercise freedom, with the cultivated sensibilities 

to understand the limits of liberty, and with the moral strength to be 
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untempted by lust and leisure.  Sexual excess and misguided sentiments 

characterized those who were fit to be slaves, indentured workers and the 

laboring under class, or like creoles and Indos in the Indies, unfit to rule in 

an imperial world.  Domesticated sexuality and managed sensibilities were 

endowments of those who stood above and labeled, those troubled 

categories.  (195)  

Representations of Black women regulated them to roles catering to Whites, as possibly 

caregivers to White children (the mammy or housekeeper), as mistresses in doomed 

relationships with White men (the tragic mulatto), or as sexually promiscuous jezebels.  

These Western constructions obviously legitimized forced Black female labor, the rape of 

Black women, and the sale of their children.  However, they also structured narratives, 

signs, and knowledge so that they precluded Western recognition of Black women as 

human, motherly, or feminine by standards outside of colonialist discourse.  This occurs 

even in narratives the seem to portray Black sympathetically.  Eliza, in Stowe’s Uncle 

Tom’s Cabin is an example.  As Angela Davis argues, Eliza, a pale black slave, becomes 

sympathetic because she fits conventions of White femininity and in fact looks White.  

Passively, she waits for her husband to make choices and flees slavery, not because it is 

wrong, but only because she fears losing her child (Legacy of Slavery 27-29).  As early 

as 1852, stage productions of the novel featured White actors, as did later touring 

versions.  In the majority of early screen adaptations of the novel, White actors play Tom 

and Eliza.  Their enslaved filmic lifestyles are virtually indistinguishable from that of 

their owners, except in unusual and exceptional cases of racism.  Carl Laemmle’s 1928 
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production of Uncle Tom’s Cabin fits within these versions.  In its early production 

stages, the marketing department debated the “repulsive” theme of Black love, but 

eventually concluding the Whiteness of the actors negated the negative association.  At 

any rate, the film ends with the mixed-raced Eliza and her child “returning” to Africa. 

Against these common White constructions, womanism, as part of Black 

ideology, ties to “psychological survival,” which Mitchem defines as an articulation of 

truths from a Black woman’s own perspectives.  Sociologist Patricia Hill Collins 

maintains “Black feminist” perspectives began as individual and collective groups of 

Black women made sense of themselves as female while surrounded by degrading 

situations and ideologies.  It embodies what she calls a “legacy of struggle” that Black 

women hold in common, despite varying degrees of oppression, assimilation, and 

resistance (Black Feminist Thought 26).  This womanist orientation provides the 

foundation for understanding Black female interpretations of Christian doctrine.  

Rather than emphasizing Virgin Mary orientations, the center is instead a 

resurrected Jesus.  Mitchem argues that a womanist theology merges the sufferings of 

Black women with those of Jesus finding significant parallels between the two.  Her co-

suffering justifies social change and resistance, and her experiences are a crucial 

interpretive resource for an entire community.  With Black women at the core of 

Christian interpretation, their experience “reconfigures doctrinal themes related to 

salvation, including sin, community and responsibility,” explains Mitchem (109).  Sin 

becomes not only an act against the divine, but also an act against a larger human group 

and community.  Sin is expanded to encompass mental abuse, the “imprisonment by 
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controlling patriarchy, White supremacist ideology, and the privileged class” (114).  The 

terms “redemption” and “salvation” are similarly broadened to encompass a Black 

woman’s unique understanding of multiple intersections an American psychic liberation 

should encompass.  Mitchem’s numerous examples of womanist Christian traditions 

roughly condense into a belief that Black women enact the role of Jesus as savior, 

minister, and servant by creating psychologically supportive critiques and challenges that 

sustain communities.  The tradition is family and community oriented, considered an 

African based concern.  It links to Black women’s roles in preserving both, her actions 

seen as ministerial and “incapable of being destroyed by human evil” (116).  The 

existence of contemporary womanist orientations are explained by updated but 

continuing oppressions of Black women.  Collins identifies modern media 

representations as significant sources.  These still offer stereotypical positioning with 

Black women as mammies, welfare recipients, hot mammas, or family-destroying 

matriarchs.  She argues, “such images prove remarkably tenacious because they not only 

subjugate U.S. Black women but are key in maintaining intersecting oppression . . . 

African-American women’s status as outsiders become the point from which other 

groups define their normalcy” (Black Feminist Thought 70).    

This religious ideological background is relevant to a Matrix analysis in that 

Whitened Christianity reinforces analogous connections between human morality, human 

salvation, White heroes, White world domination, and naturalized racism.  Contemporary 

filmic representations continue to position Whites as powerful saviors needed by dark 

inferior Others.  This trend parallels the specter of Black and Othered dependence on 
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Whites along with moral and intellectual inferiority, hiding behind seemingly progressive 

narratives.  In Hotel Rwanda (2004), Black Nationalist hordes are immoral, brutal, and 

murderous.  The film’s Black hero is humane, but his representation is telling.  He refuses 

African dress, wears suits and ties, is a connoisseur of Western culture, and has a pale 

wife and children who play European games.  For all of the short token discourse on how 

colonialism initiated the present ethnic rivalry, ultimately the film’s tragic and central 

Black characters desperately seek White European saviors, horrified as the remnants of 

colonialist forces leave their land and horrified as other Blacks come into control.  In 

Hotel Rwanda, White people are the last hope.  In tears, Blacks beg their White saviors 

not to leave.  In other interesting but not necessarily disruptive characterizations, movies 

such as Man on Fire (2004), Blade 1998, Chronicles of Riddick (2004), and I Robot 

(2004), a Black hero initially seems to act as a savior.  These Black heroes, however, 

more closely fit Vera and Hernán’s description of a “supertoms” rather than an authentic 

Black savior-type based on Black ideologies.  Supertoms are amazing Black men, 

smarter, stronger, braver and/or more intellectually competent than others around them 

are, but they devote all their energy to saving White societies and their individuals.  They 

unproblematically support White hierarchies and lack any relationship to real life 

“leaders such as, Martin Luther King Jr., Cesar Chavez, or Saul Alinsky” (Vera and 

Gordon 51).  The scope of imagery disruptions and the parallel discourse in the Matrix 

trilogy becomes evident only after comparing racial mythologies, ideologies, and the 

tangible constructions of African-Americans as genuinely revolutionary saviors, social 

reformers, and cultural redeemers.  
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Toward a Race Conscious Matrix Reading  

Allegory, according to Craig Owens, “functions in the gap between a present and 

a past,” a history threatened with oblivion.  In paralleling slave narratives, the Matrix 

trilogy is a reminder of the impact, vitality, and revolutionary actions of African-

Americans who continually worked to introduce dissident discourses about the nature of 

slavery and freedom.  As allegory, the trilogy has the potential of, as Owens suggests, 

redeeming the genre for present audiences unaware of the parallels (Owens 52-53).  In a 

postmodern, colorblind world, an interest in a past of overt racism and oppression may 

be remote for many viewers, but this genre doubling permits a joining of contextual 

worlds in both application and exegesis.  Black slave narratives directly relate to the 

Matrix trilogy’s narrative foundation, its religious symbolism, and its racial casting 

choices.  As I read the trilogy through this genre’s conventions, I see a mirroring of the 

slave narrative in revealing culture as deceptive, culture as limiting information to hide 

economic motivations.  I argue in this section that the first film is a logical vehicle for 

examining issues derived from colonialism and slavery and its corresponding practices of 

exclusion and suppression.   

Slave narratives are an impressive and distinct genre of literature typically 

considered the earliest of an African-American literary tradition.  Described by Henry 

Louis Gates as “the largest repository of testimony about the horror of becoming the 

legal property of another human being” (Classic Slave Narratives ix), they include more 

than six thousand works that address themes of human freedom, agency, and identity.  

Among their characteristics are the exposure of White superiority as a myth, expressions 
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of “anti-patriarchal feminism,” and illustrations of contrasts between the depths of 

human imagination and the soul against the constraints of slavery (Buell 19-27).  Like 

songs, quilts, and other creative products of the period, slave narratives serve as material 

evidence of subversive thought and the cultivation of safe psychological havens and 

intellectual fortifications from which to challenge domination.  One of the slave 

narrative’s most recognized functions was to educate Whites about oppression and 

proper moral interracial behavior by providing role models.  Narratives meticulously 

judged characters as either good or bad, based on the consequences their actions had on 

the enslaved.  Narratives also provided a context for understanding Black choices; in 

short, the writings served as bridges into African-American conceptual frameworks and 

the historically specific situations abolitionists felt to justify their perspectives.   

In a skeptical disbelieving White environment, slave narratives required 

introductions saturated in Whiteness.  Socially secure Whites often transcribed the 

stories of the enslaved, and, in prefaces and introductions, allayed fears about the Black 

testimony, legitimacy and truth.  These familiar, conventional voices eased White 

readers into narratives disruptive to White supremacy.  The Matrix begins in a similar 

normative mode, with conventions of Whiteness in the opening shots and in the 

introduction of its main characters.  True to standard Hollywood fare, Whites are the 

dominant action figures and personality interests.  Virtually every face initially seen 

codes as White, from the main protagonist, Neo, to Trinity, to the enemy agents.  This 

very Whiteness suggests the need for White prefaces, for White normative gazes to 

guarantee acceptance as legitimacy.  However, as in the slave narrative, the movie’s 
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normative White mode shifts to challenge core perceptual beliefs, foreshadowing 

disruptions to racial and gendered models.  During an arrest scene, for example, Trinity 

jumps above police officers and makes an impossible flying dive; in a bedroom, words 

appear to type themselves on a computer screen; and later, an unseen person with the 

ability to see beyond conventional realms directs Neo on a cell phone.  In this first film, 

Neo, a White-collar corporate worker, begins to experience challenges to his, and by 

extension our, assumptions about the world and what is normal.  Laws of nature, 

apparent reality, and other levels of existence continually blur, as demonstrated in a 

scene where Neo is freed from the influence of a sentient surveillance bug implanted in 

him during an interrogation sequence.  Under the illusion that the entire incident was a 

dream, he exclaims, “That thing's real?!”   

These breaks with reality apparently come after years of search for deep truths 

about a vaguely understood concept called the Matrix.  However, Neo does not find his 

answers through the technology associated with Western breakthroughs, i.e., through 

computer searches for information.  Instead, revelations come from Morpheus, an 

African-American leader in an underground movement.  Morpheus, played by Laurence 

Fishburne, tells Neo that he knows how Neo feels, that “something is wrong with the 

world” -- wrong with its schools, churches, media, everything around him.  Morpheus 

further tells him that the human race is born in bondage, that Neo is a slave in a prison.  

Neo must see human bodies suspended in hives, used as fuel sources powering 

indifferent intelligences and programs that control the perceptions, to begin realize the 

truth.  There is a strong Marxist commentary on class exploitation here; however, the 
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trilogy’s racial casting argues for a Black/White specific, grounded historical comparison 

and it is at this point, that the usefulness of Black ideology and African-American history 

surfaces.   

 One of the most salient aspects of African-American ideology and slave 

narratives is revealing links between American culture, hegemony, and Black 

exploitation.  In numerous pre-civil war narratives and songs, Blacks understood clearly 

their lives fueled an inhumane economic system that enriched others, and that the system 

hid it true nature.  Popular slave songs cynically contained lyrics such as, “I and Satan 

had a race,” and sadder ones commenting, “Nobody knows the trouble I’ve had” (Fisher 

13, 89).  In 1861, Harriet Jacobs, writing her slave narrative as Linda Brent, highlighted 

disingenuous sexual practices that allowed White men to deny paternity and force Black 

women into sexual submission, noting that in slavery children and women had the same 

status as horses and cotton (Classic Slave Narratives 349, 367, 381-3).  John Jea, in his 

narrative, echoes her words, writing in his own autobiography, “The beasts enjoy greater 

privileges than we did” (Pioneers 369).  William Wells Brown similarly describes his 

time rented away from his owner as one of abuse and suffering.  He linked the flow of 

money to his owner’s indifference about his abuse, as does Frederick Douglass in 

describing his hiring out time (Jefferson 31; Classic Slave Narratives 296).  

 Particularly germane to my comparative analysis is how published the authors 

of slave narratives routinely express skepticism about Western self-described practices of 

freedom and morality, reflecting a Black epistemology grounded in experience and 

observation.  In prizing individual self-realization and experience as the start of critique, 
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slave testimonies correspond to Neo’s physical move into the “real world” and his mental 

shifts as he sees human bodies support and keep alive the conditions for grotesque 

existences.  Whereas in slave narratives physical and mental abuse abounds, highlighted 

in Neo’s Matrix existence are exaggerated intellectual conceptualizations, his idea of who 

he is and the assumed rules of being.  These exaggerated conceptualizations are 

allegorical to Western construction of the world with Whites and males as superior 

morally, spiritually, and intellectually.  The Matrix-based discourse about his life, 

promoted in a variety of ideological state apparatuses such as the media, churches, and 

schools reveals itself as compromised and deceptive.  The virtual reality of the Matrix 

hides a life-draining economic and production structure, offering in its stead fabrications 

in an elaborate system of mental representations.  However, Neo realizes, as did slaves, 

that human energy and belief in the system is critical to its efficient operation, insuring 

continued slavery as populations refuse to consider alternatives.  The proselytizing of 

Whiteness beliefs along with their corresponding notions of nonwhite cultural 

redemption, and Black inferiority as justifications for African slavery, work to sidestep 

economic motivations for systems of poorly compensated or unpaid labor.  As Morpheus 

says, “[i]t is the world that has been put over your eyes to blind you from the truth.”  

Morpheus’ words reference Louis Althusser’s theory that individuals live in ideologies, 

in a distorted imaginary that works to situate and name individuals as particular types of 

subjects.  This misrecognition is part of a representation that disguises “real conditions of 

existence.”  In parallel allegorical references tied to Western traditions, the name 

Morpheus belongs to a god who could assume many forms.  In Greek mythology, 
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Morpheus appeared to a dreaming sleeper with a message of death.  In the Matrix, 

Morpheus’ message is the beginning of Neo’s exodus from mental slavery, and the 

beginning of a series of death events, beginning with Neo’s perception of social reality. 

Like African-American slaves, Neo faces the daunting task of trying to 

understand and exist outside, within, and around a system he experientially knows is 

wrong.  Working answers insuring his survival do not lie in the Matrix culture of his 

birth.  Instead, his Black sources of knowledge visually suggest unrecognized influences 

in the very discussion of freedom itself.  In short, Morpheus’ Black face calls into 

question the perception of isolation and purity in Western modern philosophical 

traditions concerned with equity, a perception rarely challenged by Whiteness discourses.  

Sociologist Paul Gilroy suggests modern critiques of freedom, slavery, and social 

oppression relate directly to colonialist revolutions around the globe.  He writes that the 

insights of enslaved Black intellectuals “flowed into social movements of an anti-colonial 

and decidedly anti-capitalist type,” adding:   

The time has come for the primal history of modernity to be reconstructed from 

the slaves’ point of view . . . the slaves’ perspectives require a discrete view of not 

just the dynamics of power and domination in plantation societies dedicated to the 

pursuit of commercial profit but of categories of the Enlightenment project as the 

idea of universality, the fixity of meaning, the coherence of the subject and, of 

course, the foundational ethnocentrism in which these have all tended to be 

anchored.  (44, 55)    
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Gilroy offers a survey of Black literary works to support his contention.  Similarly, a 

number of art theorists see sharp political critique in the works of Black artists, along 

with a questioning of self, modernity and mixtures of past and present.  This early 

postmodernism has yet to be acknowledged as such, argues art historian Richard Powell. 

While admittedly there is at present a small, highly visible contingent of African-

American postmodernists within the contemporary art world, the overwhelming 

majority of contemporary African Americanists see their efforts as part of a long 

and historic African American cultural tradition.  They perceive themselves as 

neither artistic outsiders nor ideological others but rather as neglected participants 

in the entire modernist and American art enterprise.  The visual asides and 

contextual critiques that these artists engage in, in contrast to those by their 

postmodernist counterparts, are firmly grounded in a kind of collective, cultural 

understanding that, when viewed by members of the same community, clearly 

resonates with them in terms of shared experiences, common visions and 

recollected narratives.  (127) 

Similarly, anthropologist Ann Laura Stoler joins other scholars in arguing for Othered 

influences.  In reference to European ideological self-containment, she notes bodies of 

scholarship have worked to “disassemble the neat divisions that could imagine a 

European history and its unified collectivities apart from the externalized Others on 

whom it was founded and which it produced” (Stoler 5).   

 The motif of significant Black leadership also alludes to the biracial nature of 

American social change as in the Civil War of 1862-1865 and the modern Civil Rights 
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Revolution starting in the 1950s.  The civil war yielded emancipation and an expanded 

definitions of citizenship that affected all races and, eventually, women.  However, the 

people most affected, the oppressed people sharing and enacting Black-ideology/activism 

and prophetic thought, arguably inspired the prewar coalitional abolitionist societies and 

movements, along with slave revolts, and other protests.  The more modern 1950-60s 

Civil Rights Revolution similarly yielded new protections for women, the disabled, the 

poor and all racial minorities, but again its impetus came from Black ideology and praxis; 

it came back from Black religious “prophetic” thought diffused, reworked, and developed 

throughout a culture.  This suggests that future social and political reform may also begin 

with Othered faces, in opposition to the myths of White males as singular inspirational 

leaders.3

 In slave narratives, runaways often found themselves confronting not only false 

representations of slavery and the nature of their humanity, but also discursive systems 

that promoted discordant and false images of the White world as innately just.  Narratives 

frequently refer to a “whole” truth” or a “veiled” one, consciously of inaccurate 

representations of their realities (Classic Slave Narratives ix, 337).  Similarly, Neo, the 

freed White slave of the Matrix, also confronts a false mental world of obscured 

dynamics.  The movie’s motif of distorted reflections visually comments on the 

                                                           
3 My point is that reconceptualizing identity and contemplating reality was the unavoidable reality of slaves 
as well as many contemporary Others.  Each day brings an engagement with contradictory texts, images 
and dominant suppositions that must be negotiated for the sake of economic and psychic survival.  To 
begin this journey is not necessarily an easy task for dominant groups who benefit from western 
constructions, or for those not born into cultures educated to disbelieve.  Like Neo in his encounters with 
Trinity, many may require a validating, conventional voice before beginning a process of mental 
disruptions. 
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discordance between actual states of being and the facades of misrepresentation.  These 

appear in the slanted images of Neo in a motorcycle mirror, in reflections on Morpheus’ 

glasses, in a twisted mirror that engulfs Neo at the Heart of the City hotel, and in bent 

faces on a spoon.  All of these warped reflections appear near Neo before he fully 

internalizes their magnitude.  Neo’s true self during his Matrix existence is not actually a 

true self; it is instead a computer-generated image divorced from Neo as he really is: 

weak, with atrophied muscles and eyes that have never been used.  The parallels are 

obvious; White supremacy is dependent upon the maintenance of a color blindness that 

masks actual lack of innate White superiority.  Neo’s belief about his being, his image of 

himself, is nothing more than the “mental projection of his digital (read: constructed) 

self.” 4  It is only apart from this construction that Neo will discover who he really is and 

what his actual strengths are.  

 Writers of slave narratives consciously understood their task was to reveal the 

duplicity of a system most Whites accepted and were unprepared or unwilling to change.  

Similarly, when youthful audiences begin to understand the depths of socially-

constructed illusions and that racial issues are contemporary, they are like Neo when he 

discovers the truth.  To gain this knowledge, Neo’s input and output signals (information 

received and sent) required disruption.  This parallels Whites and Others who must 

question rather than accept racial platitudes about meritocracy and culture.  Like Neo, 

they can no longer trust given assumptions about racial truths or reality.  Like Neo, only 

then can they begin a quest to determine their true location and identity.  This is a quest 

                                                           
4 This quote is from the first Matrix movie, given by Morpheus to Neo as a description of Neo’s actual self.  
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not exclusive to Whites; it is a journey African-Americans are compelled into for psychic 

survival.  Casting Morpheus as Neo’s guide and trainer can now be understood as racially 

contextualized and historically situated.   

 At first, Neo finds it difficult to accept that his concept of how he came to be, 

what he actually is, his origins, and his other assumptions are false.  There is certainly a 

Marxist context to this racial discovery.  Marx has argued that slavery and despoiling of 

indigenous lands are the true sources of Western wealth rather than White ingenuity and 

genius (Blackburn 514).  So when ex-corporate worker Neo cries, “No!  I don't believe it.  

It's not possible,” these are allegorical articulations of disbelief that a capitalistic system 

of White wealth, like its corresponding system of White representations, has less than 

noble beginnings.  He tells those who do know the truth to stay away from him.  Finally, 

Neo becomes ill, vomits, and Blacks out.  He is metaphorically reacting to a cultural, 

economic, and political reality about humanity that has become inescapable.  It is 

analogous to understanding the depths of White privilege, supremacy, and patriarchy.  

Once Neo accepts the truth about his existence, he realizes that he cannot go back to his 

former life.  Instead, he chooses to join the freedom fighters.  Although Neo’s initial 

freedom has occurred almost by accident and entailed relatively little risk, his decision to 

fight against the machines involves the threat of life.  This digression of accidental versus 

planned liberation from the Black slave narratives illustrates a key difference between a 

text that uses a Black signifying style, but has White production influences.  This speaks 

to the different effects racial dominance has on Black and White.  Life among the 

subjugated offers few illusions and is continually full of threats; the moves to freedom 
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involve strategy as well as good fortune.  For those not subjugated, there is, at least in 

initial stages, always the option of return.  The break illustrates differing paths, 

consequences, and dangers. 

 The Matrix narrative also parallels African-American critical goals of judgment, 

serving like the slave narratives “to indict both those who enslaved them and the 

metaphysical system drawn upon to justify their enslavement” (Classic Slave Narratives, 

ix).  The term “Matrix” itself reads as identical to “matrices of domination.”  Sociologist 

Patricia Hill Collins defines these as historically specific, overarching social 

organizations where oppressions originate, develop, and are contained.  They are 

extensive systems of control, she says, maintained by “elite White men” who dominate 

Western structures of knowledge and their “interests pervade the themes, paradigms and 

epistemologies of traditional scholarship” (Black Feminist Thought 251).  bell hooks 

similarly mentions the “exploitative and oppressive institutionalized structures of 

domination” which “ravished” lives (Art on My Mind 10).  Slave narratives directly 

addressed White audiences, naming practices to demonstrate how discourses, laws, and 

policies directly affect nonwhite and White lives.  For slaves, it was hunger, physical 

torture, psychological mistreatment, and loss of family.  As Brent told her readers in 

1861, “You never know what it is to be a slave; to be entirely unprotected by law or 

custom; to have the laws reduce you to the condition of a chattel, entirely subject to the 

will of another.  You never exhausted your ingenuity in avoiding the snares, and eluding 

the power of a hated tyrant” (Classic Slave Narratives 386).  In today’s world, the Black 

consequences are increasing poverty, lives of internalized violence and alienation. 
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Enslaved African Americans knew laws and government would and did work 

against their efforts for freedom.  Similarly, artificial intelligences, known as agents, 

embody the policing power of dominant social, political and economic structures.  They 

observe humans and hunt down those who try to subvert their systems.  Although agents 

are deadly cognizant about what they do and how it oppresses other, many humans 

probably are not.  In a narrative twist, the directors indict cognizant human collaborators 

through the character of Cypher, played by Joe Pantoliano.  A member of Morpheus’ 

crew, he is a Judas figure feigning commitment, a person who has learned more than he 

wants to handle.  Negotiating with agents for a return to delusional understanding, 

Cypher eats a steak in a Matrix restaurant and observes, “I know this steak doesn’t exist.  

I know that when I put it in my mouth, the Matrix is telling my brain that it is juicy and 

delicious.  After nine years, you know what I realize?  Ignorance is bliss.”  His actions 

represent the reality that social change may be long and weary, without any immediate 

outward rewards. 

 Cypher, as an oppositional role model, is further indicted with a violent death.  

Tank, a Black freedom fighter, spits on him, telling Cypher he will burn --presumably in 

hell.  Even Cypher’s name is often interpreted as a variation of Lucifer (Lu-cypher), 

another play into intersecting Christian understandings.  Cypher also means a coded, 

secret message.  This definition ties into Biblical themes of a mysterious plan for human 

salvation, one necessary to fool demonic forces into betraying Christ (Martin 549, 756-

757).  This further supports a Judas/Lucifer link, while Tank’s words and the 

Cypher/Lucifer connection also echo many references in slave narratives to hypocrisy of 
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the White Christianity they daily experience (Ferguson 297-320).  Jacobs, for example, 

quotes a slave song with the words “ole Satan’s church is here below” and spends an 

entire chapter examining the hypocritical role religion plays in slavery systems.  She, like 

many other writers, alludes to a final judgment.  This use of  subversive biblical 

revisionism in slave narrative resonates in Cypher’s fiery demise. 

Filmic contrasts between Neo and Cypher as role models highlight another Black 

ideological thrust: that there are benefits for the privileged when they choose to work for 

change against a system giving them such heavily compromised privilege.  By, 

“emphasiz(ing) the legacy of slavery for Whites” (Rohrback 9), writers of slave narrative 

sought to press the notion that White audiences have a self-interest in changing 

paradigms and systems.  In characterizing slave owners as persons seduced into 

inhumane behavior by greed or personal satisfaction, writers continually stressed that 

these individual became less than human.  The message was that it is impossible for 

Whites “to rest in the delusion that slave territory exists in a hermetic elsewhere from 

which free people are immune” (Buell 19-27).  Both blindness and collusion are 

ingredients needed to maintain White supremacy, but with allegory, Matrix viewers have 

the opportunity to see connections between past and contemporary economic systems that 

victimize all.   
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Chapter 2 Intellectual Life in Parallel Universes  

Although many mainstream reviewers panned the film, when The Patriot came 

out in 2000, a number of conservative moviegoers took heart.  Characterized as “a 

stirring saga about the struggle to create an independent American country,” the movie 

received favorable attention for highlighting the White founding fathers and the 

principles of American freedom (Bozdech).  Ignoring the inconsistencies of slavery, 

conservatives hailed the film for showcasing White males who “overcame their lower 

natures and established the principle of human equality” (Buck).  What these reviewers 

missed is how race issues, African Americans, and various Others have shaped American 

freedom and its understandings about liberty.  As Spike Lee asked, "How could you do a 

story about the birth of a nation and push slaves into the background, and not even have 

one native American in the whole movie?  . . . We're at the mercy of the Hollywood 

machine - it's mythmaking” (Special Feature).  Because mythologies of Whiteness 

require colorblind understandings of history along with ignorance of racial 

contradictions, appreciation for why numbers of African Americans understand 

themselves as heroic is obscured.  White mythologies also make unintelligible the 

historical foundation for why many blacks see their ancestors, themselves, and their 

actions as examples of intellectual leadership in the issue of freedom and equality.   

In the early 1700s, African Americans continually petitioned courts and 

legislatures, asking for freedom as a “natural right.”  In 1830, David Walker addressed 

slavery and freedom, concluding that the most ignorant Black was “more humane and 

merciful than the most enlightened and refined European that can be found in all the 
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earth” (Walker 79).  Popular slave songs of the same period spoke of an African Moses 

who would work an American emancipation miracle. One stanza goes as follows: “We 

are the people of God” (Fisher 53-54).  The philosophical codification of Black heroics 

and freedom appears in W.E.B Du Bois’ 1897 speech “Conservation of the Races”:   

We are the first fruits of this new nation, the harbinger of that Black to-

morrow which is yet destined to soften the Whiteness of the Teutonic to-

day. . . .  As such, it is our duty to conserve our physical powers, our 

intellectual endowments, our spiritual ideals; as a race we must strive by 

race organization, by race solidarity, by race unity to the realization of that 

broader humanity which freely recognizes differences in men, but sternly 

deprecates inequality in their opportunities of development.  We believe 

that the Negro people, as a race, have a contribution to make to 

civilization and humanity, which no other race can make.  (82-83) 

This disavowal of Black experiences and standpoints fits into Michel Foucault’s 

description of “subjugated knowledges.” Foucault argues the appearances of subjugated 

knowledges are the start of criticism, the basis for “a historical knowledge of struggles” 

and “hostile encounters” (Foucault 81-83).  Foucault simultaneously refers to information 

buried within intellectual scholarship as well as to the disqualified subcultural 

understandings of this information.  The intellectual scholarship in our case includes the 

documented evidence of Black protest, political strategies and abuse; it is disqualified by 

its lack of visibility and charges of revisionist history.  Foucault locates what he calls 

“insurrections of knowledge” within universities, but for African Americans and others 
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traditionally excluded from this domain, the genesis begins closer to home.  Cultural 

theorist bell hooks links subjugated knowledges to memories of African and Native 

Americans: 

It is a gesture of resistance to the dominant culture’s ways of thinking about 

history, identity, and community for us to decolonize our minds, reclaim the word 

that is our history as it was told to us by our ancestors, not as it has been 

interpreted by the colonizer.  (Black Looks 184)  

Oral tradition and storytelling among the oppressed keep these knowledges, specifically a 

“spirit of resistance” alive, she theorizes, imperative in a world where the written 

document and academic system has been segregated and racially biased.  hooks valorizes 

remembering as “essential for the political self-recovery of colonized and oppressed 

peoples” (Black Looks 193).   

The Wachowskis, through trilogy casting, allude to the importance of subjugated 

knowledges, particularly nonwhite ones, starting in its first introductions to citizens of 

Zion.  Zion is an underground refuge for humans distant and apart from the Matrix’s 

simulated comforts and artificial reality.  Referred to as “the last human stronghold,” it is 

a city of struggle, where people regroup for warfare in order to save or free other trapped 

humans.  In the Matrix, populations are predominantly African, Asian, and Hispanic, 

although White women and men also figure among the citizens.  As representations of 

the marginalized, they differ from White males Neo and Cypher, who, born in the filmic 

Matrix, have only a vague dissatisfaction or curiosity prompting them to resolve their 

conceptual confusions.  Zion’s population of resistance workers represents communities 
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who have not had the choice of ignoring or denying the exploitative effects of Western 

matrices of domination.  In differing degrees, such groups have developed and sustained 

subjugated and oppositional understandings.   

   In an extended conversation, Neo, shortly after meeting dark-skinned Tank, 

questions him about the lack of metal openings in his body.  These openings are 

implanted ports for data that flows directly into the mind from the Matrix; they are 

tangible links to a stream of misinformation.  Tank answers by explaining he is “a 

genuine child of Zion,” born into a system outside of Neo’s Matrix.  Never plugged in, 

Tank and his Black brother, Dozer, were never subjected to the input and output 

programming signals that had to be disrupted in Neo in order for him to discover his true 

position.  Tank and Dozer have positions and identities based on different, expanded 

knowledges, experiences and information.  Similarly, the city of Zion itself suggests the 

need to depose ingrained understanding of Whiteness as central to human progress 

toward a divine ideal.  Heavily multicultural, it represents a deeply spiritual cooperation 

of diverse elements.  Zion also suggests that the distinct cultural experiences of 

nonwhites must move to the center rather than the periphery.  Its vibrant life and religious 

and secular commitments make it the exact opposite of the dismal multicultural Los 

Angeles ghetto pictured in Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner (1982).  Lisa Lowe characterizes 

Blade Runner’s city as “a ghetto for hordes of Asian immigrants . . . [the] horizon for the 

visible emergence of the free White liberal subject”  (Lowe 252).  However, Zion’s 

people are loving, intelligent, coordinated and the only hope for the future.   
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 The westernized Matrix world differs appreciably from Zion.  Its dance sequences 

are not reflections of stereotypical sexuality out of control; instead, they exude the 

essence of a diverse humanity whose strength is passionate hope for the future, 

immediate vibrancy and enthusiastic life.  Its cavern-like space pulsates with heavy 

drumbeats, metaphorically the heartbeats that prefigure a new life.  Dirty feet, transparent 

clothes, and strong, sexual emotions shout unpretentious, see-through humanity.  

Conversely, the techno music and props in Matrix world clubs suggest enormous 

amounts of energy spent in maintaining contrived appearance and space.  Dress in Matrix 

clubs continues the theme of artifice in the proliferation of tailored leather, stiff hairdos 

and heavy makeup.  Sexuality exists in the Matrix clubs, but the clothing of its wearers 

show it is a perverse attraction associated with dominance and master/slave games.  

There is pleasure, but pleasure linked to power and control.  In Zion, clearly identifiable 

humans make music, the symbolic framework for coordinated human action and 

movement.  Visual musical sources show that hidden hegemonic forces are not in play, 

that citizens clearly see the performers that stir them, moving them for the purpose of 

communal enjoyment.  Music also plays in Matrix clubs, but the rhythm that moves 

Matrix dancers has an invisible or hidden source.  The people who pull the strings and hit 

the beats are never seen.  Zion’s illumination (metaphorically enlightenment) apparently 

comes from fires and torches, direct sources of energy. These coexist with other types of 

artificial lighting appearing in other scenes.  Conversely, the Matrix world has no 

integration of natural energy, only artificial, technologically engineered lights, suggesting 

a comparative imbalance between knowledge rooted in experience and abstracted, 
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detached, florescent epistemologies.  The communal meeting spaces of Zion are a temple 

that consist of earth.  This space, like the lighting, is integrated without alienation or 

disconnection.  As a church/dance arena, the temple is simultaneously celebration, 

entertainment, spirituality and prayer.  Religious expression, as the belief in something 

beyond immediate survival, pleasure and sensation, never appears in the Matrix and is 

apparently not a goal.  In Zion, religion flourishes and centers on human freedom.  

Religion is prophetic, tenaciously believing in futures yet unseen. 

The trilogy’s Zion is in stark contrast not just to Matrix clubs, but also to common 

media representations normalizing nonwhite communities as lawless and frightening.  

Two recent films, Hotel Rwanda (2004) and Collateral (2004), demonstrate the 

endurance of nonwhite neighborhoods as territories of the deviant.  In Hotel Rwanda, 

Black nationalist hordes rape and terrify the small group of Blacks affiliated with Whites.  

Almost every White pictured is empathetic and good, risking life and limb to help the 

Blacks around him/her, a visual affirmation of Whiteness as a fair, just rule.  The Black-

ruled world is a nightmare. 

 Collateral’s nonwhite underworld parallels Rwanda’s hellish Black-ruled world.  

This filmic underworld is a horrendous drug community, featuring a Korean, Hispanics, 

and a Black on a hit list.  All of these Othered characters have flaws that propelled them 

into their situations and none are innocent.  The White assassin sent into this dark 

universe is perverse, but he is actually eliminating undesirable criminals as directed by a 

heartless Hispanic.  The Latino club in Collateral is not a place of communal hope and 

pleasure, it is an operational headquarters where murders are negotiated.  True to 
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Whiteness conventions, other races are moral deviations from a White ideal.  Also true to 

Whiteness conventions, the film infuses its surviving Black characters with Anglo 

culture.  Jamie Fox does not especially like jazz and prefers Western classical music.  

Jada Pinkett-Smith appears in business dress and is the visual epitome of a 

corporate/government female; further, she is an active agent in society’s attempts to 

control its overdetermined lawless dark Others.   

 Zion also differs from the predominantly White futuristic cities in science fiction 

films such as I Robot (2004), The Thirteenth Floor (1999), and Minority Report (2002).  

In these thrillers, coalitions of multicultural humanity do not form to fight heroic battles 

and populations of the future or reflect contemporary global racial realities.  In fact, 

nonwhite communities apparently do not exist.  By reproducing Whiteness in a futuristic 

setting, these films ultimately, like Disneyland and other fantasy worlds, “feed reality,” 

where the assumption of White domination and morality is so ingrained that cultures and 

groups no longer have to address non-white  resistances, truth or history (Baudrillard 12-

13).  The emphasis instead is on males who correct problems within an imaginary perfect 

system, or who work to restore a system to another version of White rule.  In Dark City 

(1998), a White male single-handedly returns humans to a pre-alien ideal, an ideal of 

“normalcy,” lost when alien strangers arrived, conducting their versions of mental reality-

altering experiments.  The doctor who colludes with them admits he has “betrayed his 

own kind.”   

 One of the most interesting contrasts to Zion is in Gangland (2000), a “B” movie 

aired on late night satellite.   In this future, a plague originating in Africa threatens the 
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globe.  White newscasters urge citizens to avoid contact with anyone infected.  

Meanwhile, as urban gangs take over, White blond female suburbanites and their White 

male heroes try to control the threat.  Although the enemy gang that receives filmic 

attention is White, its vicious leader has skin color markedly much darker than anyone 

else’s.  This darker-skinned, racially ambiguous character, played by actor Vincent Klyn, 

is named Lucifer.  Evil, in these films, continues to express itself as a demonic Other, one 

threatening White societies and White women.  In other cases, the world is out of balance 

because White political systems need restoration to dominance.  The trilogy’s narrative 

centers on coalitional humanity, not Whiteness, and all of the residents in Zion are 

actively and acutely part of the fight for liberation.  Neo, the White male subject, fights in 

concert with an entire community mutually aware of the common dehumanizing forces 

threatening them.  Rather than reinforcing ghetto or barrio stereotypes, Zion’s conjoined 

humanity completely transforms them.   

 Just as Zionists leave their city and travel to the Matrix to fight and then return, 

film viewers are offered the opportunity to look beyond DuBois’s veil and see themselves 

as constructed in one reality, but capable of understanding that reality’s artifice and 

operations.  The travel from and to Matrix human and machine worlds illustrates this 

paradox. 

Interactions between Neo and Morpheus suggest other aspects of transformed role 

model relationships, ones between the privileged and the non-privileged.  In a direct 

disruption of types, a White Neo must respectfully turn to dark Others for perspective, 

vision, and maps.  Conversely, Others, symbolized by Morpheus, Niobe, and the Oracle, 
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recognize the effort and sacrifice of Whites that become part of the battle.  Individual 

White sacrifices can seem trivial in light of generations of racial resistance under 

unbearable circumstances, but their mutually respectful interactions carry the message 

that White sacrifices should not be dismissed as incidental.  They have a mental cost, as 

well as one that may affect, as in the case of civil war abolitionist and American civil 

rights fighters, life and death.  These aspects of role models figure in the initial meetings 

between Morpheus and Neo.  Morpheus is delighted to see Neo and says, “At last.”  It 

may have taken Neo a while to get there, but the Wachowskis seem to say those born 

blind in privilege have the potential of arriving at truth.  When Neo says, “It’s an honor to 

meet you,” Morpheus replies, “No, the honor is mine.”  This same conversation and the 

theme of mutual respect will be repeated before Neo and Trinity’s death scenes.  It is a 

reminder that only equals, acknowledged as such, can engage in true discourse. 

Black Women with a Sense of Self 

 Black women’s history and oral traditions in particular demand alternative 

understandings about gendered demands for equality.  As mentioned earlier, political 

scholar Angela Davis argues that standards for new womanhood arose in the midst of a 

horrific slavery system perpetuated by White founding founders.  In the midst of 

legalized rapes, backbreaking labor, and the sale of children, Black women had to 

reconceptualize understandings of femininity, valorizing assertive “acts of heroism” in 

their efforts to support communities of Black people (Davis 29).  Harriet Jacobs’ slave 

narrative would state, “in looking back, calmly, on the events of my life, I feel that the 

slave woman ought not to be judged by the same standards as others” (Classic Slave 
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Narrative 287).  However, to acknowledge the source and conditions of Black women’s 

insight is to challenge America’s most deeply layered assumptions about Whiteness as 

good and valuable.  It makes impossible, if not problematic, blind veneration of the 

White colonial male as the freedom-oriented, American intellectual savior.   

These contradictions find expression in filmic representations of the Oracle and 

Niobe, both played by African-American actresses.  Later identified as an artificial 

(humanly produced) intelligence, the Oracle is a type of intellect, a type of philosophy.  

While the term “Oracle” references Greek priestesses who spoke for the gods, foretold 

the future, and offered advice, the Oracle Neo meets says calmly, she is “not quite what 

you were expecting.” The Oracle is no standard Greek goddess or prophet; she is older 

and sturdy rather than thin and ethereal and hardly fits into Western depictions of 

feminine spiritual wisdom, spirituality, or beauty.  She, like Morpheus, is obviously in 

charge of instructing or leading Whites, in her case children, who are learning the nature 

of reality and how it can be bent.  Her wisdom is spiritual and connected to religion and 

liberation, signified when Neo and Morpheus first enter her apartment building and see a 

Black man at her entryway, holding a staff, clothed in robes.  As a foreshadowing 

character, this unnamed Black Moses5 figure furthers the notion of nonwhite racial 

leadership as central to emersion from false realities and mental bondage.  He also 

foreshadows the disturbance of conventional perceptions about the gendered nature and 

sources of knowledge.  Even more directly than a Black Morpheus leader, the trilogy is 

                                                           
5 Moses is an Old Testament figure who led the children of Israel out of slavery.  Their escape began a trek 
across the desert to “the Promised Land,” a promised site of prosperity and freedom. 
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saying that wisdom that passes as White may have very Black and female influences.  It 

is also a call to viewers to recognize Black women as leaders in their own right. 

The Oracle wears an apron and often appears in the kitchen or in a domestic 

setting such as a living room.  Her cookie baking and constant care of non-White children 

are clear references to the slavery era Black mammy and the post-Civil War 

servant/domestic.  These Black women, forced to care for White children, were 

represented as fat, jovial, contented appendages to White families they supposedly 

regarded as more important than their own.  The Oracle’s contemporary language and 

demeanor does not negate allegorical association with this past stereotype; instead, it 

evokes the continuance of this imagery as suggested in the updating of Aunt Jemima 

images on pancake boxes a few years ago.  This association is so apparent that Cynthia 

Freeland’s feminist critique of the Oracle labels her “a tribal sage . . . a kind of slum 

grandmother (dare I say ‘Mammy’?)”  (Irwin 211).   

However, unlike Jemima on the pancake boxes, the Oracle radically disrupts the 

lingering memory of stereotypical Black female depictions and offers understandings of 

this woman from the perspectives of those intimately involved with her.  The Oracle, 

played by Mary Alice and Gloria Foster, echoes the many African-American women 

who, in a fight for liberation, practiced every form of guerilla warfare available to them 

during slavery and every type of social agitation they could access afterwards.  These 

women frequently dedicated themselves to preserving their own families and to 

revolutionizing the system that oppressed them.  As sociologist Patricia Hill Collins 

notes, African-American survival traditions required not just physical labor but a 
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communal mothering, which produced women with moral authority born in experience, a 

critical aspect of Black feminist thought.  Again, the racial casting is not incidental, and 

suggests a Black rather than White ideological orientation.   

The Oracle functions as an “othermother” and not a mammy.  Often 

misunderstood, Collins asserts that community mothering is a type of power, one 

recognized as strong, ethical, transformative, and linked to concrete sustained social and 

political activism:   

Community othermothers have made important contributions in building a 

different type of community in often hostile political and economic surroundings 

(Reagon 1987).  Community othermother’s participation in activist mothering 

demonstrates a clear rejection of separateness and individual interest as the basis 

of either community organization or individual self-actualization.  Instead the 

connectedness with others and common interest expressed by community 

othermothers model a very different value system, one whereby ethics of caring 

and personal accountability move communities forward.  (Black Feminist 

Thought 191-2) 

Significantly, the Oracle is not the stereotypical emasculating matriarch.  She offers her 

wisdom and insight with care and feeling.  West calls it the “genius” of Black foreparents 

to create structures of meaning and feeling that could provide “cultural armor to beat 

back the demons of hopelessness, meaninglessness, and lovelessness” (Race Matters 23).  

True to these interpretations, the Matrix Oracle interacts with many races, is community 

oriented, and her interests are larger than the moral maintenance or welfare of one single 
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White male.  Her goal is collective peace rather than mere supplement and support to the 

White hero, Neo.   

 Actor Jada Pinkett-Smith who plays Niobe in another Black female role, says, 

“There's something about the image of an older Black woman that we trust, that we 

believe in . . . it was brilliant to cast Gloria (Foster) in that role, because the audience 

immediately had faith in her.  The brothers knew that, because they treat women with the 

same respect they treat men" (Bowles).  When Pinkett-Smith says “we,” she is first 

referencing a number of Black womanist standpoints that see Black women as worthy, 

and, secondly, alluding to a not always acknowledged understanding of Black women as 

respected forces, as community leaders in a fight for liberation.   

The symbolic meaning of a Black Oracle also speaks to a number of other 

womanist/Black feminist theories.  Writers who theorize the African-American female 

experience, as mentioned before, say Black women typically privilege creativity, spiritual 

inspiration, and agency.  Mitchem credits Black female visionary experience with the 

ability to generate life-sustaining insight -- new knowledge she characterizes as driven by 

workings of the inner spirit and a desire for survival of family and community.  Similarly, 

West has observed that many contemporary critiques have: 

Emerged not so much from the Black male components of the left but 

rather from the Black Women’s movement.  The decisive push of 

postmodern Black intellectuals toward a new cultural politics of difference 

has been made by the powerful critiques and constructive explorations of 

Black diaspora women (e.g. Toni Morrison).  The coffin used to bury the 
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innocent notion of the essential Black subject was nailed shut with the 

termination of the Black male monopoly on the construction of the Black 

subject.  In this regard, the Black diaspora womanist critique has had a 

greater impact than the critiques that highlight exclusively class, empire, 

age, sexual orientation or nature.6 (“New Cultural” 28-29) 

 In the trilogy, the Oracle's visions and influence are so extensive and profound 

that all come to her: humans, programs, even the programmer/architect of the Matrix 

itself.  Although she does not know everything, she is the ultimate key to human and 

nonhuman liberation, guiding diverse characters according to her divinations of the future 

and her sincere desire to end the war.  Her children, represented by an artificial 

intelligence in the last movie and humans in the first, are symbols of a future and of 

philosophies that required her training and her ability to transmit knowledge.  The Oracle 

is a transformation of the dehumanization and denigration of Black women; she is the 

ultimate othermother.  Her character reflects life-sustaining insight and decisions to love 

humanity that Mitchem, Hill-Collins, and others connect to Black women’s culture.   

What appear to be paradoxical aspects to her character can be understood as 

allegorical to contemporary dominant understanding of black women.  While the Oracle 

plays a primary role in the lives of freedom fighters, she is apparently secondary and 

generally discounted in the scheme of the Matrix evolution.  The White male architect of 

the Matrix speaks of her contemptuously and she is noticeably absent from his centers of 

                                                           

6 West also mentions Howardena Pindell, Sarah Vaughn, and others he sees as insightful.  His words echo 
those of Patricia Hill Collins, who notes that black feminist intellectual/liberatory thought is found in songs, 
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power.  The Merovingian similarly puts out a hit on her, and attempts later to negotiate 

her death in exchange for Neo’s.   

The Oracle’s name and her casting as Black suggest another long-standing and 

subjugated argument in African-American communities.  Black writers, such as Molefi 

Kete Asante and George G. M. James, have insisted key ancient Greek philosophers 

trained in Egypt and plagiarized their writings.  Egypt, they argue, was a Black 

civilization using colonial constructions of race.  Similarly, Martin Bernal argues 

colonialism ended an “Ancient model” privileging Egyptian cultural, political and 

intellectual dominance.  A new “Aryan model” restructured academic understanding of 

historical influence in line with racist paradigms (Bernal 29).  Equally important is a 

related African American belief in Black women in antiquity as powerful spiritual 

leaders.  Writers making this argument generally argue the first Greek oracles were Black 

Egyptians (James, Sertima).  These points are key to this portion of my analysis, because 

the concept of intellectual knowledge with multiple, rather than exclusive sources is 

racially disruptive.  This is directly significant because traditional Whiteness histories 

continually reference classical Greek philosophy as proof of unique, superior ability to 

reason in the abstract.  Again, phenotype and casting assignments are not arbitrary; in the 

case of the Oracle character, they are commentary on discourses of implied purity.  As a 

subjugated idea, this concept operates on Foucault models.  The notion of Egypt as a 

Black intellectual and spiritual source to Europe is neither unknown nor discounted 

among many African-Americans, but operates below the periphery in White cultures, 

                                                                                                                                                                             
practices, and in other non-traditional areas.  
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generally discounted when it surfaces.  To consider this idea as valid is an act of 

insurrection; a casting choice reflective of this understanding undermines one of the most 

fundamental aspects of Whiteness. 

By the end of the third movie, the Oracle is the catalyst for annihilation of evil, as 

represented by Agent Smith.  The sacrifice of her life occurs in Matrix Revolutions when 

Agent Smith attempts to destroy her by absorbing her Black essence and transforming it 

into his self-reflection.  In this attempted cloning process, she, like enslaved women 

during the colonial eras, is subjected to the loss of her body, individuality, and very 

existence.  When this first occurs, light blares and computer imagery superimpose over 

her body and the rest of the set.  The visual effects suggest a merging or meeting of two 

worlds.  This imagery is also an intertextual reference to Neo’s resurrection in the first 

Matrix where computer imagery also overlays a Matrix existence.  Consistent with 

womanist theology, the visual effect links the Black woman as the Oracle to Neo and to a 

messianic role.  The final apocryphal battle scene between Neo and Smith also affirms 

this savior-like status.  When Smith disintegrates, the Oracle’s body replaces his in the 

rain.  She survives the ultimate showdown between good and evil; apparently destroyed, 

the Black woman actually was hidden, performing critical intellectual work not apparent 

to all.  This suggests visually that information and wisdom from all spectrums are 

required for the end of evil.  Allegorically speaking, capitalist attempts to appropriate 

nonwhite creativity or other subjugated knowledges cannot remove an essence of 

freedom that can still subvert the entire system.  Recognition of this appears in trilogy 

conflations of the Oracle, cloned with Agent Smith and later surfacing in Neo.  
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Niobe, a Black female ship captain introduced in the second movie, functions in 

many of the same ways as the Oracle.  She is not simply an inversion of power relations 

or an articulation of resistance.  She has competency and ability to maneuver outside a 

dominant structure.  Niobe demonstrates this by developing and executing a critical 

alternate military strategy.  Her plan eventually supplants that of the White male 

commander previously in charge.  When she sacrifices her ship, offering it to Neo, she 

makes it possible for him to complete his own personal mission of sacrifice.  In voicing 

her plans and intentions, Niobe repeats and references the words of the White male 

captain, invoking them to assert her own authority.  This is a rhetorical move, a double-

voiced signifyin(g), as she takes the White male’s words, but uses them for her own 

purpose.   

More remarkable is her identification of the spiritual force that inspires her 

actions, specifically interaction with the Black female Oracle.  Unlike Morpheus and 

Trinity, she vocally articulates doubt in a White male as savior, and does not grant him 

credit as central to her motivations.  When choosing to give her ship to Neo, she instead 

acknowledges the Black female Oracle as her decisive inspiration.  The Oracle’s 

prophesies and Niobe’s integrations of them reference the womanist notions of an 

internal Black-based epiphany, as well as Patricia Collins’ understandings of how Black 

women routinely network for psychic understanding, mutual support, and empowerment 

under daily oppression.  The name Niobe itself allegorically references African American 

female experience.  Greek mythology identifies Niobe as an Egyptian (Black) Goddess 

who loses her children.  In the Greek legend, a god slaughtered these children.  In Black 
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American history, White people who believed they were racial gods and who wielded 

god-like powers sold the children away.  In the Greek myth, Niobe’s griefstricken 

husband commits suicide because he was unable to prevent the slaughter.  In American 

history, Black men, frustrated by their inability to protect families, sometimes gave up, 

abandoning them or adopting coping behaviors understood only in the context of their 

social frustration.  The Greek Niobe is known for her tears and mourning.  This 

corresponds to the deep suffering of African American women and their traditional 

centralizing of home, family, and self-denial to support Black masculinity.  In a diasporic 

lens, the actions of Niobe are also communal, religious, and mystical, attributes held by 

Fred Lee Hord and Jonathan Scott Lee (1995) as intrinsic to the expression of Black 

philosophy.  Later, in Revolutions, the Black male Morpheus often becomes virtually 

silent in her presence.  Previously, he preached, inspired, and led males and females.  In 

the final episode, he often takes a backseat to Niobe, whose piloting skills and risk-

taking, at least temporarily, saves Zion.  This implies an agency that does not ignore the 

male, but asserts the choice to act independently as a right.  His increasing deference also 

implies males and females alternate in roles of leadership.  Although this filmic trend 

actually ignores the many instances where Black males have not supported female self-

direction, nonetheless, the presence and activities of these two Black women, the Oracle 

and Niobe, demonstrates a womanist epistemology that cannot be ignored in dissolving 

oppressive systems of control. 

The choice of a White male as the lead character, as a pivotal personality, does 

not necessarily negate an interpretation of the trilogy as disrupting Whiteness.  
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Considering the allure of White privilege, the route any White person may take out of 

Whiteness is interesting in and of itself.  Realistically, Whiteness indisputably involves 

special privileges and powers.  However, these powers and a star White role, do not 

translate into the expected formations of privileged leadership and wisdom, but rather 

into privileged sacrifice and a concept of larger human freedom achieved by an ultimate 

denial of self.  As a White person, Neo’s special power is in part legitimacy and 

authority; such authority can and probably must support dismantling the system.  The 

workings of authority appear in interactions between Neo and the character of the Kid, a 

young White male who openly idolizes Neo as the one who “saved” him.   Moreover, 

although many people of many nationalities beg Neo to free loved ones trapped in the 

Matrix, the actual words come from a mother who could easily be coded as White.  These 

characters suggest the ability of Whiteness-as-authority to affect internalized racism in 

non-Whites who feed off White sanction, as well as the helplessness felt when interacting 

with White people blindly immersed in Whiteness.  This is not a one-dimensional 

dilemma and, as West says, “[i]t is unrealistic for creative people of color to think they 

can sidestep the White patronage system” (Out There 33).  He also identifies the 

existence of "White allies conscious of the tremendous need to rethink identity politics" 

(Out There 33).  In alluding to interracial cooperation as necessary for transformation, 

Neo, Morpheus, the Oracle and others jointly function as role models for a transformed 

society.  
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Whiteness and Cultural Capital are Idolatry 

Subjugated racial knowledges are, as Foucault argues, suppressed and hidden 

within a dominant academic and cultural system of representation and dissemination.  

Hegemony operates, not only by suppressing subjugated information but also by 

elevating and legitimatizing Whiteness as exclusive cultural capital.  The culture and 

literature of the dominating classes, a “society’s symbolic resources in religion, 

philosophy, art and science,” is shown to be a part of a system of power and control.  For 

French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, the relationship between culture and capital is a 

relationship of indirect, disguised, refined symbolic violence.  As a “master” enacts 

informational and cultural superiority based on education not generally available to the 

masses, this behavior justifies the established order that places him on top.  These 

validations, Bourdieu says, are “ones that have no need of words,” and work to inspire 

subordinates into respectful compliance (122-134).  In the contemporary as well as the 

colonial world, cultural capital has distinct racial overtones.  Cultures, educations, and 

mannerisms associated with Europeans figured as part of the proof of White advanced 

humanity and as the result of advanced intellect.  Western cultural capital is entwined 

with the notion that white societies are based on intellect in direct contrast to non-white 

cultures generated from primitive sexual and survival needs.  Stuart Hall comments: 

Among [W]hites, “Culture” was opposed to nature.  Amongst Blacks, it 

was assumed “Culture” coincided with “Nature”.  Whereas Whites 

developed “Culture” to subdue and overcome Nature”, for Blacks, 

“Culture” and “Nature” were interchangeable.  (Representation 44) 
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Reloaded’s character, the Merovingian, embodies all of these ideas as well as the 

conflicts within them.  As an artificial intelligence representing culture as capital, the 

sophisticated Merovingian has undeniable power.  He is the entity others go to in order to 

broker passages between different worlds.  He also can imprison or release beings, such 

as the Key master and Neo.  Played by French actor Lambert Wilson, the Merovingian 

relishes his power and makes speeches about superficial outward shows and contrivances, 

things done merely for the “sake of appearances.”  With his thick, exaggerated French 

accent, love of fine wine, and sampling of languages, the Merovingian personifies the 

myth and paradigm of Whiteness -- that Eurocentric notions of reason, refinement, and 

culture are the standard of human behavior.  It is, says the Merovingian, what separates 

“us from them.”  The name “Merovingian” itself refers to a dynasty of Franks that 

preceded Charles the Great, and represents one of the early political predecessors of 

European unity and culture.  Through the Merovingian's conversations and interactions 

with Zion residents, the Wachowskis challenge cultural superiority, a basic paradigm in 

the structure of White supremacy.   

 The Merovingian is all manners as he meets the revolutionaries, Morpheus, 

Trinity, and Neo.  His contradictions and pretensions become evident.  As he makes idle 

conversation, he compares speaking French to "wiping your ass with silk.”  When he 

muses on the deceptiveness of appearances and pretense, he comments that, “beneath our 

poised appearance, the truth is we are completely out of control."  He says this while 

administering a technologically advanced equivalent of a date rape drug to a White 
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female diner.  Technology, culture and Whiteness are all implicated as fully capable of 

encompassing filth, rape, and behavior associated with the crudest of beings. 

 Various henchmen surround this symbol of cultural capital, the most visually 

compelling a set of twin albino assassins.  They wear White suits, and have unnaturally 

pale skin and bleached White hair.  Characterized by ennui and monotone voices, they, 

true to Whiteness conventions, demonstrate an inability to engage in emotions.  One, for 

example, observes languidly, “[w]e are getting aggravated,” during a fight scene.  They 

appear to be alive and perhaps even contemporary, au courant with their appropriated 

and dreadlocked hair, yet they are actually ghosts whose true state appears when they are 

attacked or attacking; they metamorphose and surface passing through tangible, real 

objects.  Their ghostly attributes and association with the Merovingian mirror the deathly 

qualities of the European intellectual legacy when it works to justify domination; the 

legacy materializes in human bodies in the form of genocide, rape of enslaved women, 

and the exploitation of entire countries.  When these gruesome filmic and metaphoric 

albinos are finally destroyed at the end of the highway sequence, they dissolve into 

images of death, becoming translucent skeletons.  It is the Wachowski brothers’ way of 

telling us what we should do with the death and arrogance that accompany this cultural 

capital. 

 Another European, Italian actor Monica Bellucci, plays Persephone, the 

Merovingian’s wife.  Her character also alludes to the lethal legacy of Western cultures 

and explores the motivations of people with mixed allegiances to it.  Commodification of 

pleasure and the operations of capitalistic power symbolically link together in the 
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marriage of Persephone and the Merovingian.  This White woman does not intend to 

leave her husband, nor does she particularly care about the rebels’ cause.  Persephone 

remembers a time when the Merovingian was different, but now she is disgusted with 

him, well aware of his faults.  She helps the Zion residents only as an act of retaliation 

against her husband.  Video vignettes from Matrix computer games further explore 

Persephone’s personality.  Unlike her husband’s obsession with power, Persephone is in 

pursuit of pleasure.  She wants deep feelings, and gets these in the form of kisses from 

Neo, Niobe, and Ghost (a crewmember in the Zion fleet).  After each kiss, she sighs, 

contented.  She represents West’s argument that Americans consume transient pleasures, 

detached from history and the future.  These pleasures reduce individuals to sexual object 

status, while capitalism sells cultural artifacts as part of the sexual experience.  Music, 

television, radio and other media, he argues, are foreplay in the marketplace (Race 

Matters 26).  Later, when Persephone leads Morpheus, Trinity, and Neo to henchmen 

watching TV in an inner room, she describes them as outdated programs (intelligences) 

kept alive to do her husband’s dirty work.  As she speaks, a vampire movie plays on a 

background TV.  The metaphorical link is dead creatures (Whites who constrict their 

existence into narrow, lifeless conventions of Whiteness), the murders of innocent beings 

(exploitation of Third World peoples and resources), and survival by sipping the blood or 

life force of others (cultural appropriations, or as bell hooks terms it, “eating the other”) 

(Black Looks 36, 39).   

   Direct allegorical commentary on ethnic allegiances to European cultural and 

symbolic domination appears in the Matrix Reloaded, seen in Neo’s fight against a 
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multicultural group of henchmen.  These henchmen are actually programs, intelligences 

working for the Frenchman.  They serve as reminders that "the system of White-

supremacist capitalist patriarchy is not maintained solely by White folks.  It is also 

maintained by all the rest of us who internalize and enforce the values of this regime" 

(Black Looks xii). The Asian, Black, and Hispanic henchmen fight for the Merovingian 

in a setting surrounded by iconic artifacts of Whiteness.  The battle takes place in a large 

foyer and during its course, fighters continually destroy busts of European mythical gods.  

As the battle wages, each faces is an adaptation of the Merovingian’s visage, an image of 

elevated white culture.7  European coats of arms adorns the walls as does late 

Renaissance era artwork, both further suggesting links to Whiteness constructions born in 

colonialism.  The Merovingian does not bother to fight this battle, but watches as these 

intelligences fight for him.  As they struggle within a house shouting Whiteness, they 

illustrate those who have learned to value themselves only as servants and imitators of 

White.  They show how domination and power can be internalized, leaving Others 

confused about their actual locations within culture.  In this setting, Neo fights with the 

weapons available to him, tridents and swords appropriately linked to a European 

tradition.  Although Neo wins this battle, he loses his larger objectives as the Frenchman 

tells him, "I will survive you,” and moves to another location in what is apparently an 

enormous mansion.  The Merovingian is not destroyed at this point or even by the end of 

the series.  As Audre Lorde suggests, it questions the effectiveness of working within 

                                                           
7  Information is from the Matrix Ultimate DVD.  Art works are identified as the Surrender of Breda by 
Diego Velazquez,  the Intervention of the Sabine Women, by Jacques-Louis David, and Murat Defeating 
the Turkish Art at the Battle of Aboukir by Antoine Jean Grouis. 
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systems structured for domination.  She speculates, “Only the most narrow perimeters of 

change are possible and allowable” (98).  In my expansion of that thought, I suggest the 

foyer battle and similar Matrix engagements reflect different arenas of ideological and 

hegemonic struggles.  The use of Westernized tools may be necessary steps in the route 

for human liberation, but do not form exclusive or sole paths in social transformation.  

Although Lorde claims that such tools “will never enable us to bring about genuine 

change,” the allegorical message in this fight scene says this is an important step along 

the way, particularly for a young White hero formerly immersed in the Matrix.  A 

completely different house or structure may be the goal, but it is first necessary to deal 

with the existing bodies of knowledge, to critique them, and to destroy their force. 

 Some of the most radical challenges to Whiteness appears in scenes with the 

Architect.  Played by Canadian Helmut Bakaitis, his introduction signals the only time 

the movie makes a direct reference to race, and the only time race overtly identifies a 

character.  As designer of the Matrix, initially the Architect is textually and aesthetically 

coded as a benevolent god.  Morpheus articulates the belief that a meeting with him is 

momentous and will end the war.  When Neo finally enters the Architect’s sanctum, 

White light blazes, a familiar motif to those aware of life after death accounts and reports 

of encounters with deity.  The Architect sits, omnipotent, enthroned before computer 

screens showing various views of humanity.  Cloaked in Whiteness, he is an older White 

man with a White beard wearing a White business suit and shoes.  However, this god is 

actually contemptuous of people and indifferent to the destruction of most of the human 
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race.  He is not a benevolent God of humanity, but the god of the enslaving Matrix world; 

his omnipotence is the horrifying specter of the panoptic prison. 

 The Architect is the metaphor of a worshiped idol.  He arrogantly and 

horrifically blends ideology, power, religion, and logic to maintain a system that exploits 

others.  He is cultural capital in its most terrifying form: he frequently alludes to his 

superior mind and dismisses the intuitive Oracle, symbolic of subjugated forces, as “one 

less bound by the parameters of perfection.”  He speaks of a minority that could 

undermine the system, but his solution for humanity offers no liberation or freedom, only 

continuing cycles of slavery.  He explains Neo’s role of savior: to save his own White life 

and eventually betray his diverse comrades, just as other versions of him have done.  

Neo’s disillusionment and confusion figures in the overlapping comments of past Neos 

confronting the Architect.  However, significantly, one angrily says, “You can’t make me 

do anything, you old White prick!”8  These words indicate that earlier versions of Neo 

recognized pressure to conform and the benefits of conforming, as well as the costs of 

confronting Whiteness paradigms and programming.  The sixth Neo completely rejects 

this idol derived from culture, and instead chooses love.  He again suggests an alternative 

model for young Whites who, after “eating the other,” coolly walk away and are absorbed 

back into a system that affords them privilege.  The Architect’s allegorical meaning 

easily expands to include any group of people who make their cultural, gender, or race 

constructions a force all must revere.  The Oracle as mother of the Matrix contrasts his 

persona.  Also a program, she is similarly tied to systems and artificial intelligence, but 

                                                           
8 You will probably have to turn on closed captioning to get this, but it is there. 
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she works in service of humanity.  Continually and repeatedly, she offers choice, not 

domination.  Her conversation is sprinkled with phrases such as, "suit yourself" and 

“make up your own damn mind."  Through the Oracle, a theme surfaces that philosophy 

can work for or against us.  Intelligence can assist in obtaining knowledge or work to 

obscure it.  It can be rational and yet affirm choice, intuition, and care for others. 

 Neo’s decision and the Oracle presence comments on the power of racial 

cultural capital.  Racial cultural capital purchases legitimacy.  Requiring an egotistical 

type of self-centering, cultural capital provides special power based on manners, styles, 

and habits.  Many, although not all, Whites are born into this power base, and by virtue of 

birth alone, they often can draw on its resources in ways Others cannot.  Neo similarly 

has been born with special powers.  Yet, as the only one with these abilities, Neo is also 

identified as a human anomaly that others wonder about and an anomaly that requires 

analysis.  However, Neo is not a superman.  Demystifying him is inherent in the 

narrative’s stress on his intellectual, spiritual, and moral dependence on a gendered, 

multicultural community and its leadership.  In this perspective, specific White habits, 

abilities, and privileges have value primarily in the service of multicultural, broad-based 

liberation battles against the neo-colonialism that dominates the world.  The Matrix 

Reloaded, more than any of the other films, directly questions White supremacy and 

recommends a rejection of it, beginning with an examination of its cultural operations. 

How Real  is Artificial Intelligence?  

 In the Matrix trilogy, the most frightening forces of suppression and hegemony 

are represented by Enemy Agents.  As artificial intelligences, they allegorically represent 
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Western sciences and Enlightenment philosophies justifying domination by assumptions 

of a White moral, humanistic monopoly.  Says West:  

This legitimacy can be illustrated by the extent to which racism permeated 

the writings of the major figures of the Enlightenment.  It is important to 

note that the idea of White supremacy not only was accepted by these 

figures, but, more important, it was accepted by them without their having 

to put forward their own arguments to justify it … they also uncritically---

during this age of criticism---believed that the authority for these views 

rested in the domain of naturalist, anthropologist, physiognomist, and 

phrenologists.  (Prophesy 54) 

The term “artificial intelligence” is a sly oxymoron and commentary in the trilogy.  Its 

inherent linguistic contradictions are central to understanding Morpheus’s 

characterization of the Matrix as a dream world, the result of human arrogance.  The 

enemy intelligences began, he says, with its creators “marveling at our own 

magnificence.”  The intelligences developed autonomy, but they soon grew out of 

control, enslaving their makers and other artificial intelligences.  Abuse of these 

intelligences, according to the Anamatrix, (animated vignettes of the pre-Matrix world) 

started the chain of events prompting them to become enemies of all people.  Once 

started, artificial intelligences leveled the human world, turned cities built by free human 

into sewers and drove a small remaining remnant of enslaved humanity underground.  In 

our real world, artificial Western intelligences are the devastating rationality and mental 

“superiority” paradigms that produced scientific racial taxonomies, genocide, and 
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numerous arguments proving White supremacy.  Such ideologies and systems of 

intelligence bind regardless of race.  In the Matrix world, as Agent Smith notes, enslaved 

millions live “oblivious” to an underlying reality of domination and facades covering 

ideological, pseudo scientific relationships.  “Evolution” is what this is all about, Smith 

tells Morpheus, but a Matrix evolution corresponds to a form of social Darwinism that 

has backfired on its human creators.  Humans are no longer born, which implies a natural 

process.  Instead, under the influence of artificial intelligences, humans are crops, 

implying a directed cultivation for a particular use.  Humans are slaves to an inhuman 

Matrix ideological system, and Neo cannot enter Zion until he is freed from his 

indoctrination.  To become a savior, a person of genuine significance to humanity, he 

must acquire the ability to stop the bullets of Whiteness in their tracks, examine them, 

and let them fall.  He must see through the apparent reality, into its programming and 

artificiality, to find a new place in a world that genuinely values Others.   

The connections to slave narratives and the disruptions of Whiteness distinguish 

the trilogy from other cyberpunk films, also typically concerned with relationships 

between humanity, a virtual world, and or machines with artificial intelligence.  Dark 

City, in comparison, while addressing manipulated, futuristic worlds and lives, does not 

directly explore either race or gender.  Instead, Dark City is concerned with the self-

realization of a single White male, naturalizing both White supremacy and patriarchy in 

its acceptance of a predominantly White population and male leaders.  Similarly, the 

White central figures of the sci-fi classic Blade Runner have next to no dialogue with 

racial Others.  The focus is also on a White male finding life answers, and all his answers 
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are consistent with a racial hegemonic norm that does not factor in non-whites.9  These 

heroes are in contrast to the Matrix hero Neo.  By the end of the first movie, Neo, now an 

insider, has a privileged, special ability to break apart Whiteness.  Neo accepts, without 

pejoratives, human difference and subjugated knowledges coming from a world of many 

people and many perspectives.  He rejects the lies of his past life and tells others, “I know 

you’re afraid of change” as the words “system failure” appear onscreen. 

Outlaw says White fears center on contamination, demographic outnumbering and 

prospects of diminished socioeconomic existence.  The fears involve mixing with people 

categorized as deficient and the ultimate fear “of being both similar to (as male, female; 

adults, children) and profoundly different from the supposed inferior people encountered 

in the New World ... and from those encountered in Africa” (Outlaw 165).  By the start of 

the second movie, Neo bypasses his fears and no longer resides in the Matrix.  He has 

become part of a team of people.  

                                                           
9 Arguably, replicants, the movie’s cloned labor force, are slaves.  They bring up issues of humanity and of 
discounting others.  However, these others discounted are fiercely white, and the movie stereotypes actual 
Others, the Asians and Hispanics who live in underworlds.  The replicants want acceptance as whites by 
other whites.  They can perhaps be seen as the Other who endorses systems of control while acknowledging 
internal problems. 
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Chapter 3  Multiculturalism is a Large Epistemological Pie 

My grandmother had a Black woman’s prophetic vision.  In the early 1930s, she 

determined that she would own a house.  It would not be a row house or small dwelling; it 

would be a large house with a spacious kitchen and bedrooms for the children.  It would 

have a generous backyard where she could plant trees and create gardens and, further, the 

living room would be suitable for tea parties and social events.  However, as with any 

good dream, there were hitches.  She had no money, no job, only an elementary school 

education, and five young children.  Moreover, her husband, Curley, did not share her 

vision.  Perfectly content renting, he refused to commit his money to something he 

considered unnecessary.  Despite her insistence, he said no. 

So Mary set it up.  She invited White bankers over one evening and when Curley 

came home, there they were, a group of official White men with papers in hand.  They 

talked the financial lingo, praised him for his decision, and expectantly waited for his 

signature.  Caught off guard, Curley signed the paper.  In the way that Black women 

could and did, Mary had played both the race card and the gender card.  Curley’s father, a 

tanned blue-eyed, redheaded mulatto had been lynched back in Louisiana according to 

family history, and every family member knew Curley never completely lost his horror of 

Whites.  After the signing, Mary in no way directly referenced the incident.  As far as 

anyone knew, this had always been Curley’s idea, his decision.  Moreover, Curley grew 

to love the home, although he never quite forgave Mary.  She paid a small price in his 

affections, but over the years, as she hosted her club and church meetings, raised her 

children, and worked for racial equity, she never once doubted the rightness of her 
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decision.  Years earlier, she had made a similar risky decision.  With the traditional 

African American emphasis on education, she had initiated a family showdown and then 

left her husband because he refused to move to an environment where her children could 

receive schooling past segregated the eight grades.  Mary, and countless other Black 

women, operated for the best of their communities and families.  

 These stories illustrate a centuries old tradition of Black women maneuvering 

within the cracks in order to gain moments of family-sustaining control.  Such women 

operate like the Oracle, where the issue is not power, or even equity.  The family, the 

community and the future are the focus, and prophetic vision informs choices and 

decisions.  The Black woman as a prophetic Oracle is not a clever or quirky new idea for 

many of us.  She is not some exotic way to abstractly play with ideas and challenge White 

male domination.  For us, she is an everyday reality that we reference and incorporate 

into aspects of our lives. 

This personal story obviously ties into representations and ideologies.  Would 

White men of the early 1900s have come over that evening if they knew a Black woman 

had masterminded the idea?  Did it ever even occur to them that the Black, soft-spoken, 

well-mannered woman could scheme this way?  Would Curley have signed if they had 

not been White, if racist terrorism had not been a part of Black life, particularly his?  

Finally, could a Black “dependent” homemaker, Mary, ever have achieved her self-

defined vision of a family’s future without a thorough understanding of how race and 

gender intersected, and without the traditions of womanist courage and risk necessary for 

life changes?  Maneuvering along the intersections is an activity of many Americans 
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because, obviously, Black women are not the only ones whose strategies and lives are 

framed, at least in part, by dominant representations.  If arbitrary gendered 

representations of Whiteness constrict choices of Black women, the other side of that 

reality is that Whiteness also frames the options of both Black and White men, and of 

White women as well.  Revealing the arbitrariness of representations is a major theme in 

Matrix Revolutions.   

Such deconstruction surfaces in trilogy inversions of numerous racial types, 

calling attention to their arbitrary meanings.  The motif of inversion reveals paradoxes in 

stereotypical identities, rather than suggesting different races and genders should move 

into or out of arbitrarily-defined subjective roles.  In undermining the meanings and 

assumptions of the categories, the whole endeavor seems ultimately directed at validating 

activist, freedom-oriented multiracial communities encompassing a multitude of identities 

and constructions.  A Zionist community for the Wachowskis is one for whom diverse 

racial and gendered roles are not barriers to unity, tight constructs or veils used to obscure 

Othered realities.  Audre Lorde notes 

Without community, there is no liberation, only the most vulnerable and 

temporary armistice between an individual and her oppression.  But 

community must not mean a shedding of our difference, nor the pathetic 

pretense that these differences do not exist” (99).  

In what initially appears to be a conventional Hollywood beginning, Revolutions 

begins with White males dominating both scenes and dialogue.  A strong, forceful White 

captain gives orders.  Non-White males work in subordinate roles, and, consistent with 
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White patriarchal constructions, nurturing, loving White women are absent from the 

command arena, instead looking after White males in the ship’s medical bay.  However, 

this beginning actually parallels the first movie because its normative start is eventually 

subverted in challenging and unexpected ways.  Niobe, a Black female ship captain, 

ultimately provides and executes a decisive battle plan.  Before the end of the film, she 

will be in charge of all the males, directing orders to everyone on the ship.  Similarly, 

Neo, far from being the stereotypical White male tower of strength, starts the film trapped 

in a mysterious zone that appears to be an underground train station.  He is in a void, in a 

non-world, arriving there through forces he does not understand.   

Neo’s arrival in the void follows a time of great disappointment and doubt.  I read 

this liminal space as a metaphor for the uncertainties and vagueness of maneuvering in 

intellectual territories outside patriarchy and Whiteness.  His limbo represents a hazy 

gendered terrain that requires non-Western moorings or newly created postmodern 

understandings.  The liminal space symbolizes Neo’s confusion and questions as he tries 

to discover what his role will be and how his special powers can fit into Zion.  Symbolic 

of long periods of development and training, the subway he occupies is an unnamed 

netherworld where beings make transitions, such as the Asian-Indian family, who pass 

through it on their way to other destinations.  Although Neo is initially confident that his 

superior (read: White and male) powers will earn him a way out, he learns he cannot 

leave.  He way out is blocked by Merovingian forces.  The netherworld underground is a 

place where Neo realizes the enormity of the tasks of liberation and the price of 

ideological isolation and separation.  The netherworld also represents the confusion and 
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vagueness felt after realizing trains of hegemonic thought are overwhelming, committed 

to destruction of difference and without mercy.  How does one proceed forward in the 

struggle?  Is resistance hopeless and are there no answers?  Can one individual challenge 

a system alone or escape only through deals with its creator and owner?  Neo literally 

runs in hopeless circles trying to escape this trap. 

Neo’s release comes at the hands of a White woman, a Black man, and an 

Chinese-American man.  These three, in turn, are operating under the visions of the Black 

female Oracle.  The rescue begins when Morpheus, Trinity, and Seraph, the Asian 

protector of the Oracle, enter the world of the Frenchman and affect a standoff to barter 

for Neo’s life.  The trio forms a defensive tripod, back to back, each supporting the other 

against an evil White male.  This suggests unions not normally visualized in the West.  

The Frenchman, the embodiment of White cultural capital and pretensions, is compelled 

to choose between his own death and acquiescing to the trio’s demands.  It is the White 

female, Trinity, who decisively turns the tide in the standoff and initiates the 

Frenchman’s capitulation.  In Neo’s rescue scene, Trinity alone saves Neo.  She alludes 

to White feminists, who with natural ties to White males, are a starting point for White 

male inquiry into conventions.  Similar, filmic critiques of White masculinity 

constructions proliferate throughout Revolutions, as Neo loses his sight and must be 

guided by Trinity.  At the heart of Zion’s battle against machines, Neo is removed from 

the screen for nearly thirty minutes, a clear commentary on his relative unimportance in 

utopian strategy.  His constant self-questioning suggests that his primary task is to 

understand his role, not the roles of Othered Zionists.  He, as the symbol of Whiteness’s 
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future, must make a willing, deathly sacrifice.  Revolution’s critiques of Whiteness and 

masculinity are foreshadowed in Neo and Trinity’s sexual scenes in Reloaded.  Parallel 

shots alternate between a Zionist rave-like dance and images of Neo and Trinity in a 

separate space making love.  A mesh of primarily non-Whites enthusiastically participate 

in a sensuous dance, and at one point, women touch each other provocatively.  But Neo, 

the male hero, fails in the ultimate act of phallocentric masculinity: ejaculation. 

In addition to contesting the traditional gendered conceptions of femininity, the 

series also addresses both Bonilla-Silva’s and Collins’ “new racism.”  In contemporary 

times, as noted earlier, it is not unusual to see highly sexual filmic images of either Black 

or White women.  However, as Collins argues, racial associations still underlie and 

explain existing imagery.  “Black Sexuality is routinely invoked within American society 

. . . but analyzing it is discouraged,” she notes (Sexual Politics 43).  She provides a list of 

racialized terms associated with heightened sexuality, such as “wild”, “freak”, etc.  She 

also identifies talk shows as common purveyors of old sexual meanings.  When Whites 

become sexual, new racism manifests.  Without direct reference to Blackness, the mise-

en-scene may change to include jungle settings, Black musical forms, dialects, and 

mannerisms.  For example, the love scene between Dr. Evil and his assistant, Frau 

Farbissina in Austin Powers: The Spy Who Shagged Me (1999) is blatantly and 

obviously satirical.  After consuming mojo, Dr. Evil has a sexual relationship with his 

assistant calling her “mama” and speaking of his “homies.”  The sex scenes begin with 

the late Rhythm and Blues singer Marvin Gaye’s “Let’s Get It On” playing in the 

background.  In the rave scene however, the failure of the White couple to procreate, to 
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participate in the Other life that surges around them, instead suggests a failure of 

Whiteness to survive as an isolated construct.  Whites participate only as part of human, 

rather than White community.  

The characters of Black Zion residents Zee (Nona Gaye) and her sister-in-law, 

Cas (Gina Torres), are also disruptions of gendered norms.  Both wear white, symbolic of 

feminine purity.  Zee’s displays of cleavage undeniably associates her with sexuality, but 

her white clothing and quiet, almost demure persona suggest spirituality usually reserved 

for White women.  Both women, and Niobe as well, routinely wear tattoos and ethnic 

hairstyles, which include cornrows, twists, Bantu knots, and flowing, frizzy curls.  This, 

along with the purity symbolism, suggests Black female standards of beauty exist on a 

par with White ones.  This is not a trivial point.  Motivations for African American 

aesthetic hair choices differ from those of statement-making Whites with Mohawks, 

green hair and the like who are stressing alienation.  Instead, such choices are often 

normalized Black community preferences that suit Black curly hair textures.  They 

usually do not even raise an eyebrow among Blacks, but routinely seem to threaten White 

senses of security.  In 2001, Supervisors ordered two Dallas police officers to cut off their 

dreadlocks because of a perception that cornrows, braids, dreadlocks and other Black 

styles eroded community, and police effectiveness.  The ACLU addressed similar 

concerns with dreadlock wearing employees of the Boston and Baltimore Police 

Departments and with FedEx.  In 2000, Whitefish High School in Montana suspended a 

girl for wearing dreadlocks, while a basketball team removed a male from play for the 

same reason.  These recent events echo the 1980’s firings of women for wearing 
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cornrows, and demonstrate the enduring ways Blacks face the consequences for simply 

being born Black and living as Black humans.   

Zee10 and Cas are also traditional types of wives, loving and loyal women who 

wait for their men.  Not surprisingly, children appear in their scenes together.  Cas is their 

actual mother, and allegorically, the name Cas likely refers to Cassiopeia.  In Greek 

mythology, Cassiopeia is an Ethiopian queen whose boasts placed her daughter in 

jeopardy.  She, as part of a heavenly constellation, lived turned upside down and saw her 

daughter sacrificed.11  Black slave history helps to decode her meanings; Cas stands for 

Black motherhood upturned and sacrificed in racialized hierarchies.  Children do not 

appear in any scene with Matrix White women.  The few White women inhabiting their 

own domestic Matrix setting become  Agents, as in the first Matrix movie when a 

motherly grandmother throws a knife at Neo and when a child stares up in shock holding 

the hand of an agent rather than a parent.  

 Zee’s version of traditional femininity is dramatized even more after she decides 

to join the war effort.  The directors pair her with Charra, a small-breasted White woman 

warrior who wears a crew cut hairstyle and masculine clothes.  Her appearance echoes 

that of the sick bay doctor, Maggie, and Nebuchadnezzar crewmember Switch, whose 

hairstyle and clothing also make their affiliations with heterosexuality problematic.  

Charra, Switch, and Maggie are a continuum of characters “who stand outside the circle 

                                                           
10  Zee’s name may reference the Greek word Zöe which means life.  This suggests a newer, more positive 
positioning of Black women, perhaps as the genetic Eve confirmed by DNA research. 
 
11  Because of Cassiopeia’s boasts about her daughter’s beauty, the gods demanded the younger woman’s 
sacrifice.  Chained to a rock, a warrior son of Zeus, Perseus saw her fell in love with her and eventually 
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of this society’s definition of acceptable women; those of us who have been forged in the 

crucibles of difference; those of us who are poor, who are lesbians, who are Black, who 

are older” (Lorde 99).  The interactions of the women suggest the multiplicity of beings 

working toward similar goals. 

Trinity, the White female costar, is also a study in feminine contradictions.  Her 

Matrix clothing resembles that of a dominatrix: skin tight black leather and boots, an 

unusual fashion choice for a White male savior’s love interest.  However, whenever she 

enters Zion, her clothing changes to into natural fabrics and her persona softens.  Her 

loyalty to Neo and her willingness to sacrifice all for him as well as for Zion are 

undeniable, but she, as a fighters and warrior, seems to stand for White feminists.  In the 

same way, another White woman functions as the leader of Zion’s ruling body.  She sits 

at the center of the decision-making table with males and females of varying races 

surrounding her.  Female council members predominate.  These White women are in 

authoritative roles and positions, however, they do not necessarily signal a feminine 

version of White power structures.  Narrative choices about who lives or dies continue to 

challenge notions of universal White supremacy.  When female characters die, it is with 

one exception,12 the White ones that perish rather than the Blacks.  This is a direct 

inversion of typical scenarios rewarding White women for their alliances with White 

men, and of other narrative conventions that favor and feature White women, proclaiming 

their survival more important than Black ones.  Life and death narrative choices are 

                                                                                                                                                                             
married her.  The family became heavenly constellation, but because of her pride, Cassiopeia was placed 
upside down. 
12 In the Matrix Reloaded, an unnamed black woman dies as part of Captain Soren’s team.  Every member 
of his ship, the Vigilant, dies. 
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another example of how phenotypes, casting and gender choices intersect to dislocate 

perspectives placing less value on women of color. 

This White female death motif becomes prominent in Revolutions’ establishing 

shots of the sick bay.  The sick bay doctor, Maggie, played by Essie Davis, cares for an ill 

White male, Bane, played by Ian Bliss.  Trinity correspondingly tends to Neo.  Both 

appear nurturing; the doctor even enters the sick bay carrying an object that resembles a 

serving tray.  She is extraordinarily pale; with strawberry blonde hair and blue eyes, she 

exudes a Sandra Dee type of Whiteness.  Lighting choices also align her to concepts of 

White women as Madonna-like and spiritually pure.  A ray of overhead light shines down 

on her as she enters the sick bay, and moments later, positioned before a computer, her 

face glows with light reflected from the screen.  Her skin is luminescent, far more so than 

Trinity’s face, which is in mild shadow.  In control of her sick bay, she exercises power 

over the inert White male.  Outside of the sick bay, the White male captain she works for 

seeks her advice.  She embodies Dyer’s notion of White women positioned between 

privilege and subordination (29).  However, about halfway into the film, she understands 

too late that the White male she cares for has a hidden nature.  Bane is actually an 

incarnation of evil intelligence, of Agent Smith who has infiltrated Zion.  He appears to 

be a known and trusted individual, but actually embodies an entirely different persona.  

An incarnation of an evil intelligence, Bane finally kills Maggie as she is about to 

discover his true identity.  His dialogue preceding and during the murder includes a 

question.  He asks, “What if ...  I am responsible for the deaths of all those men?  If I did 

that, it wouldn’t be very safe for me here, would it?  Of course, it might not be very safe 
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for you either.” Maggie’s death occurs only after she attempts to administer a hypodermic 

that will force him to tell the truth about his actions and behaviors.  Close-ups highlight 

her expressions of fear, shock, and pain.  The camera shots draw attention to her reaction 

which is visual commentary on possible results of hegemonic exposure and enlarged 

knowledge; for the White male, it can result in loss of prestige and White female 

connection.  Maggie’s death is preceded by the death of another White female, Switch, in 

the first Matrix film.  Switch is sexually ambiguous, with short crop hair.  When she dies, 

her death is an equally poignant moment.  She looks up and says sadly, “not like this.”  

The deaths of Charra, Maggie, and Switch occur as they fulfill critical functions in 

heroic, martyred positions.  

Trinity also dies at the end of the trilogy.  She chooses what she feels is likely to 

be a suicide mission with Neo, ultimately sacrificing her life for him and Zion’s freedom.  

Her death signals an end to the continuations of White supremacy and reproductions of 

the status quo.  Her death contrasts with the joy of the Black women (Niobe with 

Morpheus, and Zee with Link) who celebrate with lovers as the war ends.  Although 

women of various ethnicities and races survive the war and live to rejoice in Zion, most 

of them exist in minor roles.  The major characters, Trinity and Neo, never enjoy a lasting 

union.  Dyer alludes to the metaphorical significance of happy endings, of unions, in his 

descriptions of White women and what they signify.  Dyer says that the White woman is 

symbolic of home; reunion with her is a reward or purpose for successful imperialism and 

colonial efforts (White 36).  The Trinity/Neo deaths suggest an ending of imperialism as 

either goal or reward.   
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In the ordinary Hollywood scheme of things, Trinity and Neo would survive, 

facing a future of White reproductions.  Indistinct dark Others would be the background, 

existing primarily to rejoice in and support White prosperity.  What happens in the trilogy 

is exactly the opposite.  Multiracial Zion lives on, while symbolic Whiteness and its 

reproduction die.  In this vein, Collins calls media, “modern day morality plays about 

race, gender and sexuality” (Black Sexual Politics 39).   

Cultural hegemony is a battle that is never absolute, and correspondingly, within 

the film, several traditional constructions survive.  Patriarchy, as seen in the East Indian 

family passing through the train station, continues.  This very traditional family takes it 

cues from the father, who is clearly the leader and directs both wife and daughter.  A 

pocket of Western-based civilization also survives, signified by the Merovingian and his 

club.  The Frenchman's survival suggests that White culture, as opposed to White 

supremacy with its henchmen of domination and its life-sucking constructions and 

appropriations, can figure into new existences.  The Architect lingers, but as a threat that 

has lost its former bite.  A clothing change signifies this latter point: at the end of the 

film, he wears the same suit he wore in his god-like setting, but its color has changed 

from off-White to blue.  His altered appearance suggests that the danger of glorified 

systems of culture/race may still resurface and dominate, with perhaps new racial or 

ethnic sources.  The Matrix world, with its illusionary life, also survives and, presumably, 

people choose to live in it preferring its illusions to the hard work of Zion.  But, 

regardless of their decisions, people choose where to reconfigure themselves and 

consciously pick their worlds.  The reconfigurations apparently will take place in a 
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domain where differences exist under a system that offers lifestyles as interactive choices 

rather than impositions.   

The emphasis the Wachowskis place on Neo's choice speaks to decision-making 

factors involved in determining what to do with unbalanced, unearned privilege.  White 

decisions to work for a common good become the result of an internal conviction based 

on inspiration or conscience.  Moral choices are not an assumed or inherent characteristic 

of the White male or of White culture.  Instead, such choices are characteristic of a true 

freedom fighter willing to risk personal benefit to better humanity.  Agent Smith 

articulates this paradox, asking Neo,  

Why, Mr. Anderson?  Why do you do it?  Why get up?  Why keep fighting?  Do 

you believe you're fighting for something?  For more than your survival?  Can 

you tell me what it is?  Do you even know?  Is it freedom?  Or truth?  Perhaps 

peace?  Yes?  No?  Could it be for love?  Illusions, Mr. Anderson. Vagaries of 

perception.  The temporary constructs of a feeble human intellect trying 

desperately to justify an existence that is without meaning or purpose. And all of 

them as artificial as the Matrix itself, although only a human mind could invent 

something as insipid as love.  You must be able to see it, Mr. Anderson. You must 

know it by now.  You can't win.  It's pointless to keep fighting.  Why, Mr. 

Anderson?  Why?  Why do you persist? 

When Neo confirms his decision to continue fighting the Matrix system, he says, it's 

"because I choose to."  This dialogue suggests the start of privileged revolution and 

change, the deliberate decision to embrace the struggle for social change in defiance of 
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the odds and regardless of individual costs.  Personal choice may well be the only 

motivation for Whites, or anyone else, to join in an overwhelmingly difficult battle.   

The conversation between the Oracle and the Architect at the end of Revolutions 

reinforces this sense of prophetic vision and Christianity, that hope, faith, and committed, 

determined action can sustain humans in seemingly impossible battles against damaging 

ideologies, slavery and dehumanization.  In this scene, a sceptical Architect asks the 

Oracle how long she thinks peace will last.  Her answer is “as long as it can.”  She 

appears determined simply to enjoy the moment, this particular triumph.  Moments later, 

when asked if she knew victory would come, she says, “Oh no.  No, I didn’t (know), but I 

believed.”  The Wachowski brothers, through her persona, acknowledge that struggles for 

change do not come with guarantees.  In her character, they also acknowledge doubt as a 

necessary precursor to faith.  Her conversation, race, and faith are certainly familiar to 

African Americans as persistent cultural norms.  They recall sentiments expressed in 

othermother encouragement, civil rights speeches and church testimonies, as well as in 

attitudes articulated in slave narratives and other writings constantly agitating or 

promoting a belief in new configurations of equity.  Her Blackness and femaleness are 

more than appropriate.   

Like the slave narratives and struggles for emancipation and the Civil Rights era, 

the trilogy ends in a new configuration, a new type of existence.  The Matrix world 

begins to reshape itself indicating the risky game of faith has paid off.  The interpretive 

value of Revolutions is to understand its covert narrative as a war against all types of 

artificial intelligences that restrict humanity.  This materialization includes 
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acknowledging costs and casualties, suggesting we start with male Whiteness in the 

characterization of Neo. 

Reading the Hero: Is He White or Other? 

In the previous sections, I argued for a parallel, signified narrative, one where 

characters of the Matrix are a materialization of the ways Blackness sifts through 

dominating conceptualizations about Whiteness.  Blackness, as symbolized by the 

Oracle, Morpheus, and Niobe, routinely introduces alternate worlds and subjugated 

abilities, interpretations, and historical information.  These characters offer support, 

guidance and challenges to Neo, who is symbolically White, as he comes to understand 

the depth of systems of control and human oppression.  West describes this aspect of 

Black prophetic critical thought as: 

[a]n interpretive activity which reveals new insights and uncovers old 

blindnesses about the complexity and richness of the Afro-American 

experience.  Its first task is to put forward an overarching interpretive 

framework for the inseparable problematic of any such inquiry: What is 

the relationship between the African, American, and European elements in 

this experience?  (Prophesy 22)   

This argument requires a closer look at the film’s major symbol of Whiteness, 

Neo, played by Keanu Reeves.  Reeves race is worthy of a directed, particular 

analysis simply because it can be and is contested.  Because my argument is that 

the trilogy is a discussion of race, ideologies, and systems of control, it is 

worthwhile to consider why he became the director’s perfect choice as lead, 



 112

following consideration of African-American actor Will Smith (their apparent 

first choice) and White stars Ewan McGregor, Val Kilmer, and Kevin Costner 

among others.  My answer is that Reeves, beyond any of these other stars (with 

the possible exception of Kilmer who is part Cherokee) exists along a racial 

border, in sync with trilogy disruptions of Whiteness.  

Reeves is assumed to be White.  He freely functions in White worlds, appears to 

inhabit them exclusively and generally has White status.  However, a few writers 

question his Whiteness because, although his phenotype only ambiguously suggests an 

Asian background, his actual genealogy includes mixed Chinese and Hawaiian ancestry 

along paternal lines13.  Reared in Canada, his English mother served as Reeves’ primary 

influence.  Further, his socialization is White and he had limited contact with his father.  

My placement of him along a border ties into our racially overdetermined culture where 

both personal life and star persona entwine.  James Naremore, scholar of English, 

communication and culture, and film studies, notes that the actor exists as an intertextual 

“‘subject’ formed by various codes in the culture.”  In Naremore’s analysis, audiences do 

notice discrepancies and correspondences between an actor’s fictional role and “public 

‘self’” (307).  The textual reading of the movie therefore intermixes with this star 

persona, affecting character credibility and level of interpretation.  On its most basic 

level, Dyer also contends the star persona is a product of public and private sides, fueled 

by a complex mixture of publicists, dress designers, dieticians, gossip columnists and 

                                                           
13 The Nahm, H. Y.  Article is an online Asian-American supersite that reports, "Keanu Charles Reeves was 
born September 2, 1964 in Beirut, Lebanon to a Chinese-Hawaiian geologist named Samuel Nowlin 
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more.  Within this complexity, different audiences can and do choose meanings that work 

for them.  Dyer further states that:   

Stars are also embodiments of the social categories in which people are 

placed and through which they have to make sense of their lives, and 

indeed through what we make our lives, categories of class, gender, 

ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation and so on.  And all of these typical, 

common ideas...have their own histories, their own peculiarities of social 

construction.  (18) 

Dyer maintains that these constructions, although individually reached, have larger group 

frameworks determined by “social situations of readers.”  Whiteness for a star or 

individual therefore becomes not just a state of biology, but also a performance requiring 

racial acceptance on public, personal and filmic levels.  As Daniel Bernardi notes in his 

description of Whiteness and passing as White: 

The performance of Whiteness attempts to trick us into believing . . .  

experiencing and expressing . . .  that there are those who count as White 

and those who do not, and thus the story the performances tells is the story 

of passing.  There are no White people, only people who pass as White.  

(Xxii) 

If cultural and subcultural constructions are central to determining a star’s racial persona, 

then a majority of audiences are apparently comfortable seeing Reeves/Neo as a 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Reeves and an English showgirl turned costume designer named Patricia (also Patric)."  C. Richard King 
and David J. Leonard note that Reeves is a Hapa, a "Hawaiian term for half-Asian/half-White." 
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believable White hero, regardless of his racial mixture.  This vision of Reeves/Neo 

manifests in mainstream popular newspaper and magazine articles.  Paul Harris of the 

Observer refers to Reeves as “very White,” (25), while other reviews typically omit a 

discussion of Neo’s ethnicity or race, thereby naturalizing him as White.  His Matrix 

relationship with female co-star Carrie Ann Moss, for example, does not figure as an 

interracial one in these publications, nor are past on-screen romantic relationships with 

White co-stars such as Sandra Bullock.  Theoretical writings also support a White racial 

interpretation.  English and Film Studies scholar Gwendolyn Audrey Foster calls Neo 

“the good White hero” and aligns him with other filmic White males whose job is to 

redeem humanity.  She feels Neo’s interactions with a multi-ethnic cast represent White 

needs for non-White servants as they save the world.  Film historian Donald Bogle 

interprets Neo as “the young White savior . . . of the world,” while a similar analysis 

comes from Vera and Gordon, who note the presence and activities of Blacks in the film, 

but conclude that these non-Whites are disciples who serve Neo.  Neo is the brave White 

messiah, who acts “on behalf of other racial and ethnic groups, innocent victims who 

badly need rescue by White Americans (48).” Similarly, although his analysis does not 

specifically focus on Reeves/Neo's race, theologian Stephen Faller calls Neo a “White 

hero” and revealingly says, “[w]e see Neo as one of us” (157, 146).  He suggests that 

Neo’s protestation, “I’m just another guy,” may be the directors' cue for how we are 

supposed to relate to Neo, as an average human being (read: White), who nonetheless has 

a privileged, special role (149).  In another critique of Reeves’ acting roles, R. L. Rutsky 

writes, 
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Despite the ethnicity of his name, Keanu is often perceived as a “middle-class 

White boy, perhaps because of his early roles as an alienated teenager.  Indeed, so 

strong is this perception that some have assumed that Keanu is simply ‘an exotic-

sounding stage name.’  (191)  

Another source for the audience’s racial perceptions lies in the philosophical 

analyses of the Matrix.  Neo consistently occupies the role of an individual seeking deep 

intellectual truth and answers.  This positioning serves to place him within a domain of 

White male European intellectual thought, historically constructed as outside the realm of 

non-Whites and women.  Cultural historian William Irwin, for example, makes direct 

comparisons between Neo and Socrates and Plato, while Philosopher Lyle Zynda aligns 

Neo (and the Matrix series itself) to Rene Descartes’ concerns with reality and existence.  

Further, the association of a western intellectual tradition with the Neo/Reeves role in the 

Matrix is so compelling that the Matrix is also used as a tool in college level teaching of 

philosophy courses. 

Race theory scholarship, as much as a performance study, also contains theory 

explaining Neo’s status as White.  As theorists write, one feature of Whiteness and White 

supremacy is its flexibility to both include and exclude people under its banner.  

Historian Noel Ignatiev and Anthropologist Karen Brodkin argue, respectively, that Irish 

and Jewish immigrants went from non-White to White status through a combination of 

circumstances and efforts.  In his study of the mulatto, Joel Williamson documents 

atypical instances of people with acknowledged Black ancestry entering into White 

society and even securing legal protection as Whites during American slavery.  
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Depending on their physical location and unique roles within a specific community, 

“known and visible mulattoes could by behavior and reputation be ‘White’” (19).  In 

contemporary times, as in the past, many Whites appear able to retain constructions of 

Whiteness, but, true to race theory, simultaneously allow and accept non-threatening and, 

in fact, barely perceptible racial dilutions among their ranks.  

Arguments against viewing Neo as White focus on his biology and may reflect a 

concern with “colorblind” interpretations that minimize the complex social consequences 

of ignoring race.  Colorblind ideology promotes, as mentioned before, an assessment that 

equality in American culture has largely arrived.  Whites can therefore profess support 

for equality while ignoring both “the effects of past and contemporary discrimination on 

the social, economic, and educational status of minorities” and the “savage inequities 

between Black and Whites”(Bonilla-Silva 31).  Colorblind assessments encourage 

making underlying tensions invisible or insignificant.   

Writings by cultural critics David Leonard and C. Richard King position 

Neo/Reeves as Other rather than White, and reflect a concern with colorblindness that 

masks his biological identity.  They demonstrate that White nationalist organizations do 

not overlook Reeves’ mixed heritage, with members often referring to him with 

pejorative terms such as “Mongloid-Australoid hybrid” (21).  Leonard and King, whose 

prior writings focus on Native Americans and African-Americans respectively, describe 

Reeves as “passing,” although they note that, “without any other cues, one must assume 

that Neo is destined to save and lead the battle against the machines, because of his 
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Whiteness.”  Neo, they write, holds the powers of “masculinity and Whiteness,” 

specifically “intelligence, leadership and centrality.”   

However, Reeves cannot be passing.  He does not hide his lineage because he 

does not have to.  Like numerous other Whites who acknowledge a distant non-White 

ancestry, Reeves is instead an honorary or actual White person.  This is consistent with 

Leonard’s and King’s argument that, “racial meanings of the trilogy are not fixed in, by 

or through the text, but also emerge through recoding by popular audiences.”  F. James 

Davis argues the very ideas central to passing originated with social concepts entwined in 

the legal status of Black and White offspring and in legal miscegenation issues, “not on 

biology or historical fact” (56).  Davis maintains that, although there is certainly 

complexity in the status of non-White, mixed-raced groups, passing issues had and 

unprecedented significance for African-Americans.  Held as property and not considered 

human, African ancestry complicated even the most perfected performances of Whiteness 

in struggles for citizenship rights. Davis notes:   

No other ethnic population in the nation, including those with visibly non-

Caucasoid features, is defined and counted according to a one drop rule.  

For example, persons whose ancestry is one-fourth or less American 

Indian are not generally defined as Indian unless they want to be, and they 

are considering assimilating Americans who may even be proud of having 

some Indian ancestry.  The same implicit rule appears to apply to Japanese 

Americans, Filipinos or other people from East Asian nations and also to 
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Mexican Americans who have Central American Indian ancestry, as a 

large majority do.  (12) 

Success in performing Whiteness by these groups did not involve legislative guidelines 

mandating percentages of racial purity for American citizenship, nor did it outlaw them 

altogether.  An article in the online site Asian American Profiles supports an 

honorary/assimilative interpretation of Reeves.  By featuring Reeves, the site 

automatically situates him as Asian, suggesting pride in a person with related ancestry, 

but, nonetheless, the article characterizes him as "unburdened by questions of his actual 

ethnic heritage."  He is positioned as someone everyone wants to be, a fantasy male 

"possessing the generically symmetric features suggesting the happy racial melding of 

some utopian future"(Nahm 1).  As a person whose phenotype is generally indistinct 

from those associated with Whites, and as a person assimilated into White society, 

Reeves' biology becomes virtually irrelevant to acceptance as White.   

 Reeves appears to welcome public uncertainty about his racial identity.  Rutsky, 

who, as mentioned earlier, notes perceptions of Reeves as White, also says Reeves is 

deliberately ambiguous, a man who critics and interviewers have difficulty getting “a fix 

on.”  He quotes Reeves as saying “I want to fall into all categories and no categories!”  

(190). Reeves, Rutsky contends, mixes the conventions of White and Other.  Although 

regarded as White, he embodies stereotypes of the Other through an exotic display of 

body and energy as opposed to intellect, and by virtue of this association with mental 

vacuity, blankness, and “stupidity.”  The argument that Keanu Reeves deliberately 

cultivates an ambiguous identity is compelling, and, indeed, the roles he chooses to play 



 119

may indicate desire to further indeterminacy.  This actually denotes White privilege.  It 

highlights the variety of characters audiences will accept him as, and the range of roles 

casting directors deem him suitable to play, a type of choice typically associated with 

White representations, according to Dyer (1997).    

Furthermore, by not affirming an Asian identity (“all categories and no 

categories”), by default Reeves is saying he is universal, or White.  At one point, Reeves 

is reported to have described himself as “a bourgeois, middle-class White boy with an 

absent father, a strong-willed mother, and two beautiful younger sisters” (Nahm 3).  All 

of this makes Reeves’ appearance in the Matrix trilogy unremarkable in racial terms.  It 

must be noted that the Matrix trilogy, in contrast to Reeves’ dimwitted persona created in 

roles such as Bill and Ted’s Big Adventure, actually works to reverse the stereotypes 

associated with the Other.  They instead bind Reeves, as the lead actor, to philosophy, 

reason and intellect, areas that the Western intellectual tradition has historically 

considered characteristic of its most exclusive and highest levels of being.   

Consistent with this assessment, a subsequent production, Something’s Gotta 

Give, casts Reeves as a young, sensitive doctor.  Educated, familiar with plays, and 

capable of witty conversations with an older White female intellectual (Diane Keaton),14 

Reeves appears to be consciously attempting to widen his public persona.  Later roles 

included doctor,  detective, and police officer.  Whatever his casting, his roles continually 

associate and invest him with the powers, props, and assumptions of Whiteness.  He 

enjoys flexibility in marked contrast to actors such as The Rock and Vin Diesel.  These 

                                                           
14 Keaton plays a Jewish writer. 
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pale-skinned actors, with their acknowledged vestiges of African-American ancestry, 

unlike Reeves, have not yet appeared as European aristocrats in movies such as 

Dangerous Liaisons.15

Reeves may also operate under what Chancellor Williams terms the “mulatto 

problem” (76).  Williams, who applies his theory to Egyptian, Asian, and African 

mixtures, argues that cleaving to the dominant race parent and group is a phenomenon 

explained by the preferential treatment, positions, wealth, and status a dominating race 

enjoys.  These children, Williams reasons, seek self-realization in the dominant heritage, 

often minimizing or denying the non-dominant biology.  Davis’ more contemporary 

analysis of Black and White mulattoes also seems to apply to Reeves.  Davis lists some 

seven reactions to possessing mixed ancestry in American society, including a decision to 

suppress “the dilemma and reject any kind of racial identity, focusing instead on a 

professional identity or some other absorbing role” (150).  Interracial Voice, an online 

magazine, exemplifies this trend.  It announces its purpose as “transcending the bodily 

concept of identity and moving toward higher states of consciousness.”  Its newsletter is 

titled I am not This Body while its homepage promotes another website “dedicated 

toward having all Americans being treated and viewed by their government as simply 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
15 It could of course be argued that a distinctly non-White actor, Denzel Washington in Much Ado About 
Nothing, played a White aristocrat.  I would say this is a noticeably intense case of color-blind casting, 
wildly inconsistent with an aristocratic English society very conscious of both class and heritage.  In 
casting this way, the movie actually calls attention to itself in ways the Matrix trilogy does not.  In Much 
Ado About Nothing, filmic characters do not notice Washington's obviously darker skin color or question 
his leading romantic role!  This casting fascinates in how it whitewashes deeply entrenched historical social 
hierarchies.  
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Americans.”  It urges citizens to “simply respond human in the ‘some other race’ section 

of the 2010 U.S. Census questionnaire.”      

Actor Vin Diesel illuminates the relationship of racial persona in light-skinned 

persons to career opportunity.  His first self made and produced movie, Multi-Facial 

(1994), was a study of frustrated career choices compromised by a faint, apparently Black 

ancestry.  Now, ensconced in more successful stages of his career, Diesel does not openly 

deny a possible Black heritage, but instead calls his ancestry “complicated” and 

“mysterious” (Vin Video).  Diesel has asserted that his racial identity was a hindrance 

during his early years, but now he states: “Whereas that ambiguity might have been a 

curse to me earlier, it's actually a blessing now.  Since then I have played all types of 

roles and ethnicities” (Exodus Magazine).  In his case, he appears to negotiate the 

interplay between actor persona, casting and acceptable roles by cultivating a 

colorblindness tied into his very pale phenotype.  This cultivation apparently works for 

him, although arguably his roles tend to emphasize brute force and strength, the 

perceived purview of the nonwhite.  Unclearly addressed is whether his success is due to 

increased racial ambiguity or to increased acceptance of people with African ancestry.  

What is clear is that Vin Diesel’s embraced mystery, generated through a number of 

public statements, serves to de-emphasize unstable aspects of his perceived Whiteness 

and to neutralize possible challenges to his tenuous position within a racial hierarchy.16  

Ambiguity becomes critical for individuals whose access to White privileges can become 

                                                           
16  However, mystery does not necessarily challenge White supremacy.  Nor does it deeply or directly 
address the real, tangible effects of racial constructions. 
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complicated by knowledge of actual biological genealogy.17   One must also wonder 

about the price of passing, of the “shadow work” of giving up nonwhite associations, as 

part of the cost of being perceived as human, as White.  

Reeves’ off-screen private persona, like Vin Diesel’s, includes racial ambiguity, 

but one, which, because of Asian rather than African heritage, is arguably less loaded in 

terms of its relationship to Whiteness.  Actor Dean Cain also illustrates the less-loaded 

nature of Asian ancestry.  Unlike Reeves, Cain self-identifies as Other, as Japanese 

(Adoption.com), but this identification has not prohibited him from playing roles that 

appear to be coded as White, such as Superman in the television series Lois & Clark: The 

New Adventures of Superman.  Cain, like Reeves, has ambiguous features, and appears 

on a number of Hapa websites.  Yet, both actors’ filmography and choices of roles 

strongly suggests that they are firmly entrenched in the realm of accepted as White, rather 

than passing as White.  If most White audiences even notice Reeves’ genealogy, it 

appears to be irrelevant: he is just another variety of White male whose heritage perhaps 

makes him a bit more interesting.  Because Reeves does not hide his ancestry and 

generally finds acceptance as White, shifts in the boundaries of Whiteness may be better 

explanations for his racial fit. My choice to position Reeves as White merges with his 

commonly agreed upon acceptance as White.   

                                                           
17 Reeves, The Rock and Vin Diesel are in sharp contrast to Halle Berry, who, like Reeves, also has a White 
mother, but firmly positions herself as nonwhite, as African-American.  She has received and welcomes 
racially based awards (the NAACP Image award (2000) and Essence Magazine award (2002).  Her skin 
color is more tan than either the Rock or Vin Diesel’s, which may be a factor, and she also reports early 
alienation in White communities, alleviated by positive African American mentorship.  Her identity choices 
may also reflect differences in how White communities receive Black women as opposed to Black men,.
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A White, doomed-to-die Neo, in the midst of a female controlled, heavily 

multiracial and predominantly Black Zion, is clearly disruptive.  Neo’s death is a 

relatively unfamiliar kind of raced savior narrative, one that suggests human freedom 

depends on the death of Whiteness.  Whereas film theorists Hernán Vera and Andrew 

Gordon say movies attempt to reconcile a split White self, one that neutralizes acts of 

racism in heroic moral frenzies, the Wachowskis have resolved the split White self by 

completely killing off both sides.  Whiteness dies and, instead, a new human culture 

remains to figure out its future.  This new culture does not appear to recognize race as a 

dividing element in coalition.   

The ironic mix of Neo as a White savior death along with Reeves’ faint Asian 

genealogy becomes clear in light of philosopher Lewis R. Gordon’s observation that 

based on genetics, there is actually only one human race, one that began with Black 

Africans, whose light and dark variations spread across the globe.  Starting with the 

premise that all people really are of one race, all actions of people are uniformly Black, 

whether positive or negative.  The Wachowskis exterminate the inherently false concept 

of human racial hierarchy by killing off the imagined heroic standard Whites pretend to 

be, the ones nonwhites, blinded by internalized racism, work to act out.  Neo’s death is 

recognition that there really are no justifiable divisions based on skin color, and that, for 

at least the moment, one form of human freedom will come when hierarchies die, when 

racial worlds made by artificial intelligences no longer reduce choices for human growth. 
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America: The Diagnosis is Multiple Personalities 

If there is, as Vera and Gordon argue, a divided White filmic self, one that 

attempts to negotiate known past atrocities with ideologies about White moral 

superiority, there arguably is also a similar division among Americans of all races about 

the nature of humanity and its materializations in general.  Colorblindness plays into this 

in the sense that racial understandings are so denied and compensated for, that America 

seems to have multiple personalities, some aware of each other, most not. This is a 

double consciousness where understandings are veiled or unveiled along racial lines.  

However, therapy and mental healing are not the nation’s preferred remedies.  Instead, 

this American psychic disorder is actually encouraged; the inability to acknowledge 

syncretism leaves multiculturalism virtually a dirty word.  Patronizing images of 

nonwhite communities proliferate and it is rare to see or hear interpretations reflecting 

Black realities much less representations presenting the world as (progressively) shaped 

by creolized human input and interactions rather than ones that are exclusively White.  

Says Grace Elizabeth Hale:  

That both Whites and Blacks, or more broadly all people of all colors, cannot 

truly embrace the range of North American humanity as their own, as their 

imagined community, is the collective cost.  Making Whiteness American culture, 

the nation has forgone other possibilities.  The hybridity that could have been our 

greatest strength has been made into a means of playing across the color line, with 

its rotting distance of voyeurism and partisanship, a confirmation of social and 

psychological division (qtd. in Foster 25).  
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This schism crystallizes in racialized viewing standpoints.  Media scholar John Fiske 

argues relationships of power, domination and subordination are markers for how 

audiences interpret.  More particularly, Fiske says audiences are not mere spectators and 

absorbers of social codes, but active readers who use their “sociocultural experience, the 

text in question, and its intertextual relationships” to place meaning in the texts they view 

(17).  With this in mind, the easiest observation I can make about trilogy audiences is that 

most film viewers who spoke in forums of the dominant culture appeared unaware that 

race and the African-American experience and perspectives could be an integral part of 

the trilogy’s narrative.18   

 Colorblindness in particular shaped dominant responses to the first film.  Its 

mainstream reviewers offered little racial commentary.  Instead, many simply praised 

African-American actors Laurence Fishburne and Gloria Foster for their acting presence 

and qualities and ignored the racial ambiguities of a White/Asian Reeves savior.  

Virtually all lauded its “visual splendor” the mise-en-scene, and in particular “bullet 

time,” the use of a multitude of cameras and computer-generated images to create 

panoramic frame freezes (Leong).  Others commented on Matrix relationships to Hong 

Kong action films and to anime.  By far the most vocal viewers seem to find pleasure in 

its mythical, philosophical and religious aspects.  People wrote books, philosophical 

forums developed, and the film gained cult following.  It was atypical for a popular 

newspaper review to mention race in the first film, but one did come from Chicago Sun 

film critic Roger Ebert.  He saw the casting of African-Americans as indicative of 

                                                           
18 In the remaining section, I am including a number of quotes from readers’ postings/writings because I 
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progress, but felt African-American characters primarily appealed to White teenagers for 

whom, “African-Americans embody a cool, a cachet, and an authenticity.  Morpheus is 

the power center of the movie, and Neo's role is essentially to study under him and absorb 

his mojo.” 

   Dominant forums did not receive the subsequent films, Reloaded and Revolutions 

with the same enthusiasm as the original Matrix.  Some viewers complained because 

Neo, the White star, frequently disappears from the narrative while “minor” characters 

take center stage.  John Powers of Vogue, Todd McCarthy of Variety, and David 

Thompson, author of The New Biographical Dictionary of Film, offer typical expressions 

of dissatisfaction in remarks in the trilogy DVD commentary.  They express strong 

disappointment with the sequels, believing that the minor characters are extraneous, and 

even suggesting the elimination of their scenes.  Another very strong core of writers and 

online fans decided the films were purely products of financial and corporate greed.  A 

Christian Science Monitor reviewer, for example, characterized the film as deceptive; an 

attempt to intellectually “bamboozle us” as it generates profits.  This complaint ties into 

readers interested in symbolic meanings.  James Verniere of the Boston Herald, for 

example, summed Reloaded and Revolutions up as “both incomprehensible and simple.”  

His comment echoes not only those of numerous other reviewers, but of fans in the 

Disembodied Brain online forum.  Roger Hammer wrote, “The totally inexplicable 

ending (couched in the ‘explanatory’ phrase ‘all things that have a beginning have an 

end’) made me think: ‘and a damned good thing, too, especially this series of films.’”  

                                                                                                                                                                             
think they are important to conveying a strong sense of narrative reception.   
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Dan observed, “I Wish they never made the 2nd and 3rd film.  I loved the first and the 

next two changed the world the first one made ... Not happy!”  Dude insisted that the 

trilogy had no special meaning because people could not figure it out: 

  If you're an intelligent person and you can't quite understand why certain things are 

happening, it's usually a sign of bad writing.  You see, when a bad writer paints 

himself into a corner and can't come up with a consistent internal logic that will take 

the story to where he wants to go, he glosses over the problem, usually with the help 

of supernatural events (deus ex machina).  So when you're sitting there, trying to 

figure out what just happened, it's probably the result of the writer trying to free 

himself from a corner.”  

A smaller number of fans liked the film, characterizing it as pure entertainment 

requiring no justification other than its special effects and action sequences.  

Others decided there was pleasure in simply trying to figure the films out 

regardless of what was or was not intended.  They vowed to stay with the series 

until its conclusion.  In the Matrix Movie Fan forum, however, a small, atypical 

strand of viewers began a conversation about race, often asking for explanations.  

Some of the observations were astute.  Forum writer Boxer wrote:  

 The racial makeup of each of the venues is very deliberate on their part.  It is not 

an accident that EVERY agent, cop, and guard in the Matrix is White, while there 

is a very diverse ethnic mix in the "real world", and surrounding the Oracle.  My 

question is why?  What are the Brothers trying to say? ... A person who didn't care 

about the racial aspects of this movie could easily watch and enjoy it without 



 128

seeing this stuff or feeling like race was being "jammed down their throat". In that 

way, the racial commentary is very subtle. (None of the characters mention 

anything about it, not even in the most oblique way.) And yet, when someone 

points it out to you, the racial theme becomes so obvious!  

In an expanded MFN strand, “Healer 2K” linked the first Matrix movie to the CIA and 

documents released by the Freedom of Information Act: 

For the police raid in which Fred Hampton and Mark Clark were 

assassinated in their sleep, a COINTELPRO spy and traitor, William 

O'Neal, provided floor plans to the FBI and police, which helped them 

ambush the Black Panthers. I believe this was symbolized in The Matrix, 

in the scene where the resistance group gets ambushed, and Laurence 

Fishburne gets captured, all because of "Mr. Reagan"/Cypher betraying 

them to the Agents. 

A less enthusiastic, but nonetheless racially observant, response came from New Yorker 

critic, Adam Gopnik.  He sarcastically observed: 

The only thing setting Zion apart from the good-guy planets in The Phantom 

Menace or Star Trek is that it seems to have been redlined at some moment in the 

mythic past and is heavily populated by people of color. They are all, like 

Morpheus, grave, orotund, and articulate to the point of prosiness, so that official 

exchanges in Zion put one in mind of what it must have been like at a meeting at 

the Afro-American Studies department at Harvard before Larry Summers got to it. 
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(And no sooner has this thought crossed one’s mind when lo! there is Professor 

Cornel West himself, playing one of the Councilors.) 

In stark contrast, from the very first 1999 Matrix release, African American 

audiences frequently factored in racial representations, casting, and identity and power 

issues.  The aligning of the series with African-American culture was apparently so 

pervasive that, according to Cornel West’s DVD commentary, in some cities, Black 

viewers automatically assumed it was a “Black film” emanating from a Black creative 

impulse.  While most Black reviewers of the first film did not see race in the first film as 

critical to the plot itself, Black characterizations did receive attention as an extensive 

number of paper and online publications commonly disseminated information about the 

Black stars (Blackfilm.com).  Black newspapers such as The Voice noted Fishburne’s 

“stereotype-shattering career,” while the Seattle Skanner commented: “We should 

remember it wasn't THAT long ago that studio executives would have dismissed out of 

hand the idea of giving a Black actor a meaningful role in a major motion picture.” 

The latter article additionally called for studios to end Black typecasting.  Esther 

Iverem, a SeeingBlack.com editor and film critic, determined the first film’s attraction for 

“us,” was the pivotal role of a Black Morpheus.  Iverem also favorably noted the dignified 

interactions between Neo and Morpheus, commenting, “[t]hat mutual respect, a last bit of 

raw humanity, is an important underlying strength of the Matrix series” (Iveremws).”  

Other African Americans, without specifically saying why, identified the film as their 

favorite in interviews and online postings. 
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In sequels, the Black cast multiplied exponentially.  In addition to key African-

American roles carried over from the first film, an entire city, Blacks heavily populate Zion 

and new authoritative roles for Blacks surfaced.  Reloaded made SeeingBlack.com’s list of 

the top movie picks for the year, because, “In this vision of the future, Black folks have 

survived and they are fierce and in the leadership . . .   (Zion) is filled with lots of beautiful, 

post-apocalyptic Black folks who are rendered with spirit and humanity, not as stereotypes” 

(Best).  Reloaded also made The Voice’s “round-up of 2003's slickest flicks, grooviest 

movies and finest films, because of its “exceptional multi-cultural talent” (O’Toole).  

Evidence of a racially-conscious Reloaded reception surfaced in other arenas as well.  The 

Austin American Statesman reported jubilant Black audiences were marveling over its 

inclusion of:  

Black actors, lots of them, playing characters of authority in a movie not tailored 

primarily for a Black audience.  And in futurist science fiction -- a genre once so 

White that Blacks wondered if filmmakers assumed their race was headed for 

extinction.  

The study quoted film historian Donald Bogle characterizing Reloaded as "certainly a 

move forward . . . the sci-fi drama may not be the same after this" in reaction to its use of 

Blacks, Hispanics and Asians (John-Hall).  A Black newspaper writer echoed these 

comments, perhaps prematurely, speculating that from now on it would be unthinkable to 

have a blockbuster without significant minority presence (Boseman 14).  Between 

Reloaded’s and Revolutions’ releases, Black Entertainment Television sponsored a Matrix 

Revolutions giveaway of backpacks and other items.  Its film reviewer, James Hill (less 
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enthusiastic about the first film, although he did see irony in its plot of a White slave 

rescued by a Black Morpheus) lauded the Matrix Reloaded and the Matrix Revolutions as 

“brilliant” and “heady” specifically because of their deconstructions of hero, identity, 

choice, and destiny.  Not surprisingly, Jada Pinkett-Smith earned a nomination for the 

NAACP Image Award’s Outstanding Supporting Actress in A Motion Picture for Niobe as 

did Nona Gaye as Zee and Laurence Fishburne as Morpheus. 

Black online fan response in the Cobb forum offered analysis also reflective of a 

Black centered critique.  Its postings began with commentary by its website owner, 

Michael Bowen (“mbowen”), responding to a request to address the series.  He called the 

casting of Black freedom fighters stereotypical, but then “mbowen” qualified his posting, 

adding, “it's a happy type and I don't have a problem with it.”  His conclusion, consistent 

with a Black community orientation, was that, regardless of Reloaded’s casting, African 

Americans were still “inconsequential” in Hollywood.  POC wrote a long Cobb response, 

a portion of which stated:   

What they are saying in my opinion is that historically speaking, people of color 

[for instance, but not limited to, people of African descent and Native Americans] 

have been made to suffer culturally, spiritually, politically and with regards to 

economics in the interests of European predatorial greed, financial profit and 

hatred both tangible and manifest.  So it makes perfect sense that people of color 

would be the ones most likely to be searching for a way of escaping 'the system'. 

Craig, a writer in the same forum, argued that not seeing the importance of race in 

Reloaded’s characters is racist in and of itself.  He asked: 



 132

 Why is it when there are more than 3 Black people doing anything positive or 

any Black person is in a position of power or achievement, there has to be some 

"special" explanation for it occurring? . . .  Rarely does that "special" explanation 

ever give us credit or any level of respect.   

Trilogy attacks on Whiteness and related conventions received notice in TheNetWork, an 

online forum.  Andrea Lewis identified herself as African American, and, in comparing 

the Matrix sequel with the Lord of the Rings trilogy, concluded the difference in the films 

was “patriarchy of the past versus the Rainbow Coalition of the future.”  Demonstrating 

the variance in White and Black conceptual worlds, two sarcastic, presumably White 

respondents wanted to know what their role in the future should be and used the forum to 

denounce her writing as an example of political correctness. 

Various Black forums also provided wide exposure to plagiarism claims from a 

Black woman, Sophia Steward, who sued Warner Brothers.  Black magazines ran her 

story, including Essence Magazine, a premier African American women’s publication.  

Steward alleged Warner Brothers used a script she submitted to them in 1985 as basis for 

making the Matrix and other savior type films.  Online stories were the most prolific, 

circulating her story throughout cyberspace, with one site offering online audio 

interviews, copies of her storyboards, and legal documents.  Her suit produced many 

comments, particularly from women.  Virtually all saw her story as credible, many 

treating her allegations as if established fact.  Online comments repeatedly referenced the 

Western history of Black female rape and the selling of her creativity (her children) to 

profit White males.  Several noted that her suit received virtually no mainstream 
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attention.  A small number of White forums discussed her but, in general, dismissed her 

charges as unsubstantiated, farfetched, and grasping.  This again illustrates the divide 

between subjugated versus dominant conceptualizations of what is important, probable, 

expected, and real.19

Of course, not all African American audiences responded in the same way to race 

in the trilogy.  African American intellectual dynamics are hardly monolithic, and many 

of the same aspects of American thought and practice affect Blacks, as they do any other 

citizens.  Most negative or nonracial reviews of the trilogy came from African American 

papers, which routinely receive and reproduce canned material from news suppliers and 

studios.  This is a regular media practice and my own observation is that local film 

reviewers rarely buck dominant critiques.  In fact, Black negative or race neutral reviews 

read almost exactly like those of mainstream media, centering on camera techniques, 

action and so forth.  These typically complained of nonsense or psychobabble (Williams; 

Grant).  In related cases, African-American publications simply provided dry press 

release information without direct racial critique.   

 Blackchicks Enterprises, which offers online movie reviews, also seemed to find 

nothing of racial or gender interest, while other Black internet critiques negatively 

characterized the trilogy’s Black women as either updated mammy figures or 

superwomen stereotypes.  Other critics, obviously aware of formal race theory, 

                                                           
19  Sophia Stewart sued Warner Brothers, claiming that the first and third Matrix films are adaptations of 
her 1985 conceptual script treatment, The Third Eye.  The filing of the suit was verified through documents 
downloaded from the U.S. Courts in California January 24, 2005.  Taped online interviews were on sale, as 
well as signed copies of her script.  Online she posted PDF.  versions of her lawsuit and images of original 
storyboards.  Her lawsuit has been noted in black women’s’ magazines, she has had a number of radio 
interviews, and is included in a variety of online black news sources. 
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stereotypes, and Whiteness, seem boxed into cinematic interpretive paradigms that, while 

nearly universally true, do not apply to movie with this degree of signifying and coding.  

These aspects might have been more easily discerned if the Black creative influence of 

Cornel West were known.  However, a vast number of other Blacks did pick up the clues 

and approve the series as if, as Cornel West has stated, it were Black.  In some cases, the 

positive reviews can best be described as cryptic.  Chicago’s Hyde Park Citizen, for 

example, termed Reloaded a “must see” movie, but then enigmatically called it “under 

whelming,” though better than the first.  The Black newspaper New Pittsburgh Courier 

review titled, “MATRIX RELOADED SHATTERS BOX OFFICE; Film loaded with 

African-Americans” offered a story with absolutely no further mention of racial context 

or casting despite its suggestive title.  The Oakland Post similarly said the movies added 

up to “fabulous, life-changing wisdom” without explaining exactly what was fabulous or 

life-changing in the films (Gereben).  These last few examples may well tie into 

Elizabeth Spelman’s “labor of identity” that limits the speech of thoughtful, aware Blacks 

surviving in a dangerous White world.  Color conscious ideological awareness 

nonetheless serves as a significant interpretative dividing line between mainstream and 

Black response.   

The distinctly race-aware attention given to the trilogy’s racial representations and 

to its impact in Black communities is not surprising.  African-American viewers 

persistently and continually addressed race in Hollywood productions.  In 1915, for 

example, African Americans looked beyond Birth of a Nation’s technical and stylistic 

innovations to decry its inherently White supremacist messages.  They called for boycotts 
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and, in response, Emmett J. Scott directed the independent Black film Birth of a Race 

released in 1919.  Within Our Gates produced in by Oscar Micheaux is another example 

of Black filmic reaction.  In the 1930s, writers to the NAACP’s Crisis angrily critiqued 

Imitation of Life’s depictions of mulattos and the film’s limited exploration of passing, 

while the Journal of Negro History presented historically based counter-information 

about Black women, the “mammies” and housekeepers who cared for White children.  

Negro Digest responded by offering first hand accounts of race passers who carefully 

explained their limited economic opportunities along with their love for Black people and 

families.  During the World War II era, African-Americans continually pushed for 

updated and sensitive portrayals removed from slavery while a few decades ago, the 

NAACP called for boycotts of the films Color Purple (1985) and Soul Man (1986).  The 

NAACP is still analyzing the media decrying its lack of variety in Black representations.  

As bell hooks explains:  

When most Black people in the United States first had the opportunity to look at 

film and television, they did so fully aware that the mass media was a system of 

knowledge and power reproducing and maintaining White supremacy.  To stare at 

the television, or mainstream movies, to engage its images was to engage its 

negation of Black representation.  (Black Looks 117)   

The correspondence of Black conceptual critique reinforces the idea of a culturally 

common, though obviously not universal, conceptual pool, aware of imagery as crucial to 

the dissemination of Whiteness and oppressive ideologies.  This awareness, this pool, if 

transferred sensitively to White and other colorblind communities, could serve as a basis 
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for wider racial dialogue.  The Matrix trilogy is a textual tool ripe for a dissemination of 

challenging ideologies of not only revised race and gender constructions, but also the 

history and assumptions behind current representations.  The objective is not to elevate 

Black ideology as monolithically appropriate, (the Asian key maker continually asserts, 

“there is always another way!” as he opens various doors) but to point out its logical 

contemporary place in contesting and transforming structures based on capitalism, 

privilege and slavery.   
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Chapter 4 “Only Human” is the Goal  

Bliss Broyard, a privileged East Coast woman, in some ways demonstrates 

contemporary racial attitudes.  The daughter of blue-eyed Times literary critic Anatole 

Broyard and a blond mother of Norwegian descent, she writes that in 1990, as her father 

neared death, she and her brother waited in anxiety as their mother revealed their father 

most private secret.  Their father was, the mother explained, “part-black.”  Bliss Broyard 

recalled feeling immense relief:  

This revelation was nothing compared with the scenarios we'd been 

imagining: abuse or some other horrible crime.  And after the soul-

wringing exhaustion of watching a dignified man -- my father whom I 

loved -- yelling in agony, the news didn't seem like a big deal.  In fact, I 

felt exhilarated to learn my history and identity were richer and more 

interesting than my White-bread upbringing had led me to believe.   

The racial information posed no apparent challenge to Broyard’s social or economic 

position, but instead served as catalyst into meetings with Creole relatives and research 

into the issue of passing.  She successfully maintained her White identity, apparently 

writing without significant professional retaliations.  Placing her attention on 

Black/Creole relatives and social situations, she felt, “grateful that my relatives were able 

to put aside their differences and come together.”  Although she does not reveal what her 

White relatives and friends said, her experiences obviously differed drastically from those 

of her father.  Anatole Broyard, born in segregation, knew he could never live or work as 
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he wanted without passing.  However, for his daughter, Black ancestry simply offered a 

new literary and research avenue within a normal, White existence. 

  Broyard’s experiences are not, however, a commentary on systemic racism and 

pervasive stereotypes that still have deadly, life-constricting affects.  American failure to 

eliminate systemic problems and stereotypes still affects life opportunities and 

representation, as in the case of African American Katrina evacuees.  Meanwhile, after 

hundreds of years of African American, White and various Othered activisms, our 

country has yet to eliminate discrimination and Whiteness as ideal from its cultural 

consciousness.  Integration-era American life nowadays still means a veil is in effect, 

with images of the subjugated poorly seen.  Blacks continue to pay racial costs and bear 

racial scars.  As White friends and coworkers loudly pronounce their colorblind love for 

all races, our daytime passing and mask-wearing is recognition of an unbalanced, unsafe 

world, of veils of lethal misrepresentations and “a system where Whiteness is the 

default, (and) racelessness is never a possibility” (Gates, Passing 208). 

Nevertheless, as Stuart Hall argues, change can occur and conceptions can be 

altered, because the relationship between ideas and signs is arbitrary.  They exist, “not 

because such knowledge is imprinted in their genes, but because (we) learn its 

conventions and gradually become ‘cultured persons’ – i.e. members of their culture” 

(Hall, Representation 22).   

My color-conscious examination of the Matrix trilogy and related films ends with 

the thought that transformation will include mindful, careful integration of Black and 

Othered ideology into American consciousness.  Just as slaves, abolitionists and multiple 
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others worked to alter American consciousness during times of past transformation, so 

can neo-abolitionists work to alter the ideology-producing institutions of today, in 

preparation for another civil war against the system.  Today’s neo-abolitionists also have 

the task of combating colorblind ideologies and bridging interpretive and conceptual 

divides about color and its operations.  These divides result in filmic interpretive failure, 

as well as trivializing, misunderstanding, and unrecognizing daily White supremacist 

assaults on nonwhite psyches.  With little mainstream impetus for making Whiteness and 

its ideological assumptions visible, strategic use of the trilogy as a teaching tool could be 

a starting point for Americans and Whites in particular, to develop “double-

consciousness.”  Like the Zionists who leave their city and travel back and forth between 

virtual and real worlds, Whites and Others who internalize expanded knowledges can 

begin making culturally sophisticated choices, redefine themselves as part of a 

multicultural global reality, and then decide to travel back and forth between constructed 

norms in a common fight for human liberation.  In America, the doorways to prophetic 

choice begin with insights about self, culture, and Other.  African-American 

perspectives, coalitional strategies and interpretive standpoints in the past have been a 

crucial aspect of social consciousness and likely can be in the future.   

Trilogy directors and writers Andy and Larry Wachowski use the films to suggest 

a method for transformation into contemporary abolitionists.  Their path begins first with 

rejecting Whiteness and it matrices of domination.  From there, the objective is to learn 

the standpoints of Others and work to disseminate them into resistant cultures.  They kill 

off Whiteness through Neo’s death, center Blackness ideologies with key Black casting 
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of Morpheus, the Oracle and others; and then still manage to suggest that a third, 

pluralistic lies in the future.  This is signified in the East Indian child, Sati, who creates a 

brand new program.  She is the artificial intelligences yet to be revealed and her sunrise 

alludes to the rising of ideologies supporting the denial of exploitative privilege as the 

preferred methodology of coexistence.  While I am not actually giving the Wachowski 

brothers sole credit for the consciousness expressed in the trilogy, they are, however, an 

instructive demonstration of what happens when creativity and racially different 

conceptual roads merge.   

Moreover, despite a Wachowski refusal to explain meanings in the films, merger 

has taken place as indicated by a trail of clues.  Their actions have indicated an interest 

in Black viewpoints.  As mentioned earlier, the brothers invited Cornel West to play a 

small role written specifically for him.  Further, West has served as their secondary 

spokesperson.  He frequently identifies his writing as a major influence, and he does 

give direct, explanatory interviews.  A New York Times article states for example: 

Reached by telephone in his office in Princeton, Dr. West said that he and the 

Wachowski brothers had come together in ‘acknowledging the full-fledged and 

complex humanity of Black people, which is a relatively new idea in Hollywood 

given pervasive racist stereotypes.   

Philosopher Ken Wilber, West’s co-commentator on the Ultimate Matrix DVD, firmly 

attests to a personal knowledge of the directors’ interest in race, humanity, and issues of 

inclusion, asserting that they were consciously included.  Wachowskis’ family history 
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further indicates a generational interest in African-American issues.  According to the 

Philadelphia Inquirer:

During long conversations with the Wachowskis, West learned the roots 

of their racial sensitivity: Their parents were civil-rights activists who took 

a stand against Jim Crow laws and worked to integrate Chicago's public 

schools in the 1960s (John Hall). 

Also, as explained earlier, the Wachowskis deliberately cast and selected the roles 

assigned to Black characters as well as specified symbolically critical mise-en-scene 

parameters, such as the Western renaissance nature of the Merovingian palace.  An 

earlier film, Bound (1996), is also evidence to the Wachowskis’ conceptual universe.  

Lesbian romantic heroes are the atypical main characters and their power relationships 

and struggles with men form some of Bound's most visually compelling scenes.  At the 

film's conclusion, the female survivors successfully create a new existence apart from 

domineering males.  The lesbian lovers romantically ride off together after duping an 

entire cast of men, only partly because of fortuitous circumstances.  Although it is 

certainly possible to argue these White female roles are those of femme fatales or 

deviants, their portrayal of lesbians as sympathetic, heroic, and nuanced is still 

unexpected.  The Wachowski interest in gender relations, the workings of power, and 

African-American critiques are not incidental to the creation of films that so drastically 

challenge Whiteness.  In addition, although at this time it is still not clear what role 

Sophia Stewart may have played in the film’s genesis, the series is nonetheless a possible 
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map for representational changes that offer extended rather than shallow ideological 

engagements.   

The Wachowskis’ role as writers and directors speaks to White revisionings.  As 

materialized in the Matrix, racial and gender identity configurations offer the young, 

contemporary viewer a sustained opportunity to undergo a challenging experience: to 

demystify Whiteness while immersed in White cultures that deliberately obscure 

subjugated understandings and encourage refusals to analyze race issues deeply.  For 

hegemonic narratives to work, what must be subjugated, by suppression or ridicule, is 

information about the systemic workings of exploitation.  Morpheus allegorically 

references this power during the first film.  He states:  

The Matrix is a system, Neo and that system is our enemy.  But, when you 

are inside and look around, what do you see?  Businessmen, lawyers, 

teachers, carpenters.  The minds of the very people we are trying to save.  

But, until we do, these people are still part of the system and that makes 

them our enemy.  You have to understand that most of the people are not 

ready to be unplugged and many of them are so inured, so hopelessly 

dependent on the system that they will fight to protect it. 

If people are reluctant to be “unplugged”, the answer may partially lie in Henry Giroux’s 

call for a non-alienating construction of Whiteness.  Young White psychic trauma may 

be involved but as Giroux argues 

Trauma represents that pedagogical moment when identities become unsettled, 

provoking both anxiety and the opportunity to rethink the political nature and 
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moral content of one's own racial identity, and the roles it plays in shaping one's 

relationship to those who are constituted as racially "other."  White youth need a 

more critical and productive way of construing a sense of identity, agency, and 

race across a wide range of contexts and public spheres.  However, linking 

Whiteness to the project of radical democratic change should not be a rationale 

for evading racial injustice, and the deep inequalities between Blacks and Whites. 

(40) 

Differences in Black and White viewer responses are also a sign that trauma for the 

Othered American is a contemporary ongoing experience, whether it materializes in 

discussions of West’s concern with nihilism, bell hooks’ “racialized genocidal assault,” 

or Collins’ concern with antiracist African-American politics.  As in the pre civil war 

abolitionist days and in the 1950-60 Civil Rights eras, social and political change will 

occur only after Whites choose to share this trauma.  The Matrix trilogy is a venture in 

the right direction if it can be used to further notions of reconceived humanity and 

promote new understandings of race that address mechanisms of a specific past. 

 The most radical ideas for postcolonial humanity involve Blackness, Black 

womanhood and multi-cultural communities as useful, desirable, and progressive.  In the 

trilogy, Otherness takes its proper place as the originating site of opposition.  Zion’s 

location in the bowels of the earth, threatened by sentient artificial intelligences, is 

commentary on the fragility, invisibility, and vulnerability of subjugated perspectives, 

which, in the Matrix fabula at least, are worth life and death fights.  bell hooks observes 

that to love Blackness is to face white denial of oppression and to break with White 
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supremacist thinking supporting the status quo.  She identifies it as a “worthy standpoint 

for bonding,” one that nonBlacks can adopt “without assuming the role of cultural tourist 

(Black Looks 17).  For her, it involves shifting attitudes and adopting a decolonized 

standpoint.  This standpoint, while very particular and specific, is also universal.  

Philosopher Tsenay Serequeberhan notes: 

While it is true that, in its origins, African American history and culture 

came to be as a result of the slave trade and slavery, it is not true that this 

culture, once established is no more than a result of White racism.  For the 

blues, jazz, African American literature, and so on, are not the mere by-

products of racism but, rather, the effects and secretions of the humanity 

of the human, of those whose history has been an ongoing and incessant 

struggle against this odious phenomenon.  (17) 

Part of eliminating White supremacy is to recognize Blackness, Otherness and coalition 

building as fundamental elements of the American impetus for equity.  Whiteness 

discourses of special morality, racial trusteeship and select human leadership become 

transparently thin.  Humanity, with all its successes, failures, strengths and lapses, can be 

the focus, logically understood through race rather than in spite of it. What good and 

what bad will human beings do when given such overwhelming privilege?  What good 

and what bad will Othered humans do to resist critique and empower themselves? 

However, universal change requires at least a partial death of White privilege and 

flattering types of self-representation and self-conceptualization.  A colorblind American 

society ignoring its race, gender and history of privilege and exploitation lacks analytical 
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foundation and does not have an intellectual standpoint for claiming either individual or 

group transformations.  Such an analysis ultimately leads to questions about how humans 

behave and how we can learn from the actions of each part of our culture.  These are 

critically important human issues.   They seem to reference Agent Smith’s contemptuous 

dismissal of Neo and Trinity toward the end of the first movie.  He refers to them as 

“only human.”  However, only human is far from an insult when human means a holistic 

person with prophetic vision and the ability to inclusively analyze and change its world.  

“Only human” becomes a validation as a denial of any superhuman, any superman whose 

powers derive from exploitation and careless disregard for others.   
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