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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation is concerned with the monstrous, specifically as it enters our 

understanding of reproductive technologies, and is represented through a series of films, 

beginning in the 1930s. In looking at filmic representations of reproductive technologies, 

this study indicates how the use of, and the results fi'om, those technologies are 

characterized as monstrous. Because technological reproduction is demarcated as 

monstrous, non-technological reproduction is naturalized. Importantly, this naturalized 

reproduction in the films is not only non-technological, but specifically derived from 

heterosex and racially consistent. 

In this examination, 1 argue that the kinds of cultural stories we tell about family-

making resemble those we tell about gays and lesbians and non-whites; that in the 

twentieth- and twenty-first-century US, our culture operates under a double discourse in 

which those we pity become those whose lives we restrict. In the realm of reproduction, 

these seemingly contradictory positions enable attempts to limit or eradicate the 

reproduction of certain people, the egregiousness of which is ameliorated by expressions 

of sympathy for the life circumstances of those same people. 

The insights of tliis project are built on the naturalization of white, heterosexual 

reproduction in popular film, as well as the historical construction of desired reproduction 

through eugenics. Some feminist scholarship about reproductive technologies has directly 
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linked those technologies to eugenic attempts to control reproduction, but do so by 

naturalizing motherhood and reproduction. The "unnaturalness" of reproductive 

technologies, in the form of masculine medical institutions, these writers claim, looks 

exactly like the masculine control of human reproduction during the eugenics movements. 

I seek to extend and complicate this scholarship by pointing out how such a reductive 

version not only negates the social welfare movements aspects of eugenics but also makes 

heterosexual reproduction via sexual activity the norm, thereby de-valuing gay and lesbian 

family-making. On the other side of the reproductive technologies issue, other feminist 

scholars herald these technologies as capable of eradicating inequitable social relations. 

Conversely, I argue, these technologies continue to exacerbate the system of differences 

through their re-inscription of the varying degrees of "quality" assigned to the 

reproduction of women of color. 
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Introduction. Liberal Pity and Monstrous Progeny 

Americans are fascinated by the monstrous. We watch television talk shows in 

which people with disabilities and disfigurements discuss their lives for our voyeuristic 

pleasures. We flock to movie theaters where science fiction monsters entertain us. Both 

televised and print news feature stories of conjoined twins-enduring surgeries to separate 

from each other-coupled with medical illustrations indicating shared organs, nerves, and 

arteries. Mary Shelley's story of a mad scientist who re-animates dead tissue continues to 

be invoked when news accounts of cloned animals (and a possible baby) are released. In 

fact, the Frankenstein story has been raised repeatedly during general discussions of 

reproductive technologies. These accounts liken fertility doctors to Frankenstein who 

"creates" life where none previously existed. The seemingly manufactured children, like 

Frankenstein's monster, are considered by some to be "unnatural" in that they did not 

derive from heterosexual acts, but from laboratories. And yet, stories of multiple births via 

technology circulate widely in our culture, and we watch them avidly. 

This dissertation is concerned with the monstrous, specifically as it enters our 

understanding of reproductive technologies, and is represented through a series of films, 

beginning in the 1930s. In looking at filmic representations of reproductive technologies, 

this study indicates how the use of, and the results from, those technologies are 

characterized as monstrous. Because technological reproduction is demarcated as 

monstrous, non-technological reproduction is naturalized. Importantly, this naturalized 
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reproduction in the films is not only non-technological, but specifically derived from 

heterosex and racially consistent. 

Frankenstein's monster, created via rudimentary technology, is rather loathsome, 

but he also remains a popular narrative icon precisely because we feel sorry for him. In 

fact, part of the reason that the monstrous is so salient in our culture is that while we are 

reviled by monsters, we pity them at the same time. Frankenstein's monster is a 

sympathetic character because, we are told, he lacks for simple human comfort. Created 

and then left to fend for himself, the monster is likened in many ways to a helpless child 

who cannot communicate and, out of frustration and a lack of knowledge of his own 

strength, commits horrendous acts. He is simply the result of bad parenting. In the film 

version, the monster is given an "abnormal" brain, and so, like Lennie in John Steinbeck's 

Of Mice and Men, though he does violent things that we abhor, we understand because he 

does not do them out of malice. 

This dissertation is concerned with the dynamic relationship of empathy (or rather, 

its impoverished form, as pity) and revulsion in the context of reproduction. Feeling 

horrified by monsters is understandable, but when those monsters are human, most liberals 

feel that their revulsion is not an appropriate response because we are taught that such 

unfortunates need our pity. Feeling pity for the monstrous, then, tempers the horror one 

feels, and justifies a whole range of responses to the monster's role in culture. In an 

important arena, the thought of a monster's reproduction is unfathomable and cultural 

control of that possible reproduction becomes a likely recourse. In a democracy, coercive 



reproductive control cannot ultimately be tolerated because it violates the US' liberal view 

toward human rights. Pity enables reproductive control so that the controlling practices 

seem humane and justified. 

This twinning of pity and revulsion is particularly potent in creating cultural 

representations in which non-white and queer people reproduce. Whereas these 

reproductions are characterized as undesirable, they are also simultaneously considered 

justified as a human right. Though coercive means were utilized in the past against non-

white women, in the forms of pressure to undergo sterilization procedures, to accept 

contraception in exchange for state welfare benefits, and to reduce prison time, these 

means could be characterized by those presenting them as helpful attempts at uplift rather 

than as coercion. In this way, even what exemplifies a power dynamic is described in 

paternalistic terms as assistance. This disavowal of power is fiarther justified by empathy, 

or pity, for those being controlled. Further, this pity/reproductive control doubled 

discourse enables other cultural discourses in which non-white and non-heterosexual 

reproduction is seen as subordinate and thereby necessitating control, a control which is 

considered non-prejudicial because it emerges out of pity, not hate. The kinds of 

reproductive control that I discuss, in the form of film and television narratives, are not 

coercive but operate ideologically in which the doubled discourse works as common 

sense. In these common-sense narratives, non-white mothers are in need of white 

intervention because they simply cannot parent well, and non-heterosexual reproduction 

(both in the forms of widespread use of reproductive technologies and of queer 
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reproduction) is "unnatural," or monstrous. Hollywood film best illustrates this cultural 

contradiction in its precarious position between liberal discourses and major ideological 

and historical moments of conservatism. While these films often purport to have an overall 

liberal agenda, certain entrenched and unexamined ideas about reproduction, race, nation, 

and sexuality surface which both undermine the liberal position of the film, and also point 

to the ways in which liberalism generally operates in a culture encumbered by the doubled 

discourse I describe. 

This project is the result of my attempt to make sense of three different levels of 

experience with reproductive technologies. On a personal level, my use of alternative 

insemination as a lesbian mother has made me acutely aware of the complexities involved 

in alternative family-making and its potential as a form of counterhegemony. On an 

academic level, 1 aim to answer a question posed to me by my advisor; "Why is there such 

little attention paid to race in writings about reproductive technologies?" And third, at the 

level of a media consumer, I was inspired to partly answer my advisor's question, and 

more of my own, through my reactions to televised interviews with people involved in a 

case in which a white woman had given birth to one white and one black twin as a result 

of a mistake made in an IVF (in vitro fertilization) clinic. 

When my partner and 1 decided to make a family using alternative insemination, we 

fell in love with the idea that we were putting into practice something we both believed 

needed changing-the seeming implicit heterosexism in cultural notions of families. And 



yet, our potential revolution was constantly subverted by dominant culture. People 

consistently refer to the donor as the "father," even after we use the term "donor." 

Conversely, others look for our sons' resemblances to my partner, who is not biologically 

related to either child. So while some naturalize a mother-father dyad by attributing a 

parenting role to an unknown sperm donor, others hetero-naturalize my partner's 

relationship to our sons by imagining that she is the sperm donor/father. This 

heteronormativity is further expressed juridically, as my partner and I have spent countless 

dollars insuring our family's integrity through a mountain of powers of attorney, wills, and 

co-parenting agreements-safety nets heterosexual families get for free. But when our 

truck-toting, monster-yelling, future paleontologist of a son tells us that the little girl 

sitting in the restaurant has two mommies (because she is sitting with two women), his 

cultural assumption goes immediately to the non-normative, while I suspect that one 

woman is her mother and the other is her aunt, or grandmother, or mother's friend, but 

never her life partner. I smile then, for we might be making an impact on 

heteronormativity after all. 

Very few writers about reproductive technologies address issues of race. When 

most writers mention race, they describe non-white women's lack of access to the 

technologies as based on their relationship to the structure of poverty, because the 

technologies are usually an out-of-pocket medical service. In addition, these writers 

imagine the widespread use of reproductive technologies would look like situations in the 

past where the reproduction of non-white women was heavily regulated. According to this 
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vision, they would be coerced into serving as surrogate mothers or other kinds of 

unwilling or unwitting reproducers. Yet our cultural debates over things as diverse as 

"welfare mothers," Depo Provera and Norplant,' and eugenics suggest that race might be 

a persistent site of contestation over reproduction. Concurrently, these debates point out 

that through an analysis of reproduction, we might understand the dynamics of racial 

formation and racism. For example, Valerie Hartouni describes a case in which a black 

surrogate, Anna Johnson, was denied custody of the fetus she was carrying for Mark and 

Crispina Calvert, he white and she Filipina. Accused of fetishizing a white baby,^ the 

Calverts' lawyer diminished Johnson's claim that she had bonded significantly with the 

fetus during pregnancy, as well as raised the specter of welfare fraud. The majority 

opinion of the California Supreme Court aligned Johnson's maternal bonding with that of 

a wet nurse or foster mother-most notably not that of a biological, or, in the eyes of the 

court, a "real" mother. Johnson's non-maternity was intimately bound up with her race 

and that of the baby. Easily aligned with welfare fraud and the history of black domestic 

servitude in white households, Johnson is reinscribed in discourses of blackness through 

her participation in surrogacy. 

The third experience not only cemented this project, but also convinced me that 

there was a lot to explore about the politics of reproductive technologies in the realm of 

representation. In 2000,1 watched two televised interviews (one on 20/20, and one on 

Dateline NBC) with the black and the white couples involved in a IVF-mistake case in 

which a white woman had given birth to twins-the white one biologically hers (and her 
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husband's) and the black one biologically another couple's.' The white Fasanos eventually 

gave up custody of the black twin to the Rogers, but not without coercing the Rogers to 

sign a lengthy visitation agreement. The Fasanos felt justified in making these demands 

because Donna Fasano claimed that the boys should know each other after sharing a 

womb, and that she felt that she was the black twin's mother as well as Debbie Rogers due 

to Donna's gestation of the twin. When the Rogers sued the Fasanos to have the visitation 

agreement nullified, the court decided in favor of the Fasanos. Strangely, then. Donna 

Fasano's gestational claim was validated by the courts when Anna Johnson's was not. In 

addition, through an analysis of the representation of the couples in these interviews, the 

Fasanos are clearly figured as color-blind and anti-racist while the Rogers are 

characterized as the racists. This representational move solidifies Donna Fasano's rights as 

a white mother to breed and mother whomever she pleases, while it necessitates white 

intervention in Debbie Rogers' attempts to raise her black child in a black family. This 

case, more than any other, linked race, sexuality (in the guise of heteronormativity) and 

reproductive technologies within the representational world. This case explains how 

reproductive technologies can appear to produce monstrous results which uphold white, 

heterosexual normativity at the same time that it is critiqued. For instance, the Fasanos 

follow liberal ideological logic in their color-blind whiteness, but their definition of the 

black twin's parentage includes two mothers-surely not the heteronormative invocation of 

family that one would expect in this case. 

Relating reproductive technologies directly to race and sexuality is difficult 
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because most scholarship is largely technologically determinist. By privileging the 

technology as the driving force behind cultural change as a result of the use of these 

technologies, these writers cannot adequately connect the technologies to social inequities 

already in place, nor to other historical moments when reproduction was culturally 

troubling. The task this dissertation accomplishes is to historicize reproductive 

technologies in relationship to the ways reproduction has been racially and sexually 

implicated in narratives of reproductive undesirability. As in eugenics movements in the 

late 19"* and early 20"' centuries, the placement of value on certain kinds of reproduction 

(white and heterosexual) continues in representations of reproductive technologies. 

Eugenics is a series of conflicting movements, organizations, and practices. As 

eugenics historian Diane Paul makes clear, eugenics, the social and scientific attempts to 

control human reproduction, comprises both progressive and restrictive practices. While 

the history of coerced sterilization and Nazi genocide are familiar stories of eugenics, the 

development of social welfare programs as an arm of eugenics is more rarely discussed. As 

Paul indicates, the history of eugenics is in actuality "a story of diverse motivations." (134) 

For example, Progressive reforms of the late IQ"* century focused in part on elevating the 

conditions of the American poor; fairer labor laws, the development of community clinics 

and probation and parole, to name only a few. Yet they also supported eugenics policies, 

which indicated their "vacillat[ion] between sympathy and contempt for the poor, 

supporting measures both to ameliorate their plight and to prevent them from breeding" 

(Paul 78). Part of this contradiction can be explained by a conflicting set of ideas about 
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heredity, in which both strict genetic inheritability (Mendelian laws of heredity) co-existed 

with the idea that one could inherit acquired characteristics (Lamarckian laws of heredity). 

For a Lamarckian, providing assistance to needy families would improve their inheritance, 

while a Mendelian would consider such means futile and focus more on tactics like 

sterilization of the "unfit" and breeding encouragement for the "fit." Paul describes a 

further contradiction between American support for Mendelian eugenics and bootstrap 

ideology. If genes determine your outcome, then no amount of individual striving can 

change your position. 

Writings about reproductive technologies also form a set of contradictory accounts 

of their value in contemporary social life and their relationship to the history of 

reproductive control. Conflicts in feminist writings, in particular, center around seeing 

reproductive technologies as direct descendants of negative eugenics, while others 

celebrate the possibilities for gender role parity in parenting that reproductive technologies 

seem to offer. Of the scholarship about reproductive technologies which directly links 

those technologies to eugenic attempts to control reproduction, many naturalize 

motherhood and reproduction. The "unnaturalness" of reproductive technologies, which 

intervene in the form of masculine medical institutions, these writers claim, looks exactly 

like the masculine control of human reproduction during the eugenics movements. 

According to Dion Farquhar, who outlines the competing discourses that make up the 

cultural narrative of reproductive technologies, fundamentalist discourses-secular, 

religious, and feminist-'tell a cautionary tale of violation, fragmentation, and conspiracy" 
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(21). This unlikely alliance is highly suspicious of science and technology, as either godless 

or patriarchal, and sees reproductive technologies as robbing women of their agency or 

divine right to "naturally" reproduce without medical intervention. Anti-technology 

feminists see medicine and technology as patriarchal institutions in which women are 

coerced into invasive and costly procedures, reducing women to "breeding sows" and 

"living laboratories."^ For Gena Corea, one of the founding members of the Feminist 

International Network of Resistance to Reproductive and Genetic Engineering 

(FINN RAGE), animal husbandry is no different than the human breeding factory she 

imagines a future of reproductive technologies to be. With such a vision of reproductive 

technologies, it comes as no surprise that Corea characterizes the women using the 

technologies as utterly without agency.' Corea also writes of the vision I mentioned earlier 

in which non-white women, if the use of reproductive technology became widespread, 

would have such a complete lack of agency that they would largely be in demand for 

gestational surrogacy, presumably because they could be paid less than US white women. 

Such a reductive version of reproductive technologies not only negates the social welfare 

movements aspects of eugenics but also makes heterosexual reproduction via sexual 

activity the norm, thereby de-valuing gay and lesbian family-making 

On the other side of the debate, other feminist scholars herald reproductive 

technologies as having the potential to eradicate inequitable social relations. Such liberal 

discourses, Farquhar points out, made up of medical and popular accounts, are replete 

with victory narratives in which desperate infertile heterosexual couples are rewarded with 



babies and heroic medical professionals help these couples achieve "miracle" pregnancies. 

Further, this work celebrates the "end" of differences in family-making via reproductive 

technologies. With possible scenarios that include more parents than two (gestational 

surrogates and biological mothers, sperm donors and biological mothers' husbands, to 

name only two possible configurations), these writers claim, the notion of a biologicaJly-

related, nuclear-family unit becomes antiquated. Farquhar also spends considerable time 

celebrating gay and lesbian family-making as the ultimate positive outcome of 

reproductive technologies-not only does it defy the nuclear-family ideal, but it also plays 

with normative gender roles in parenting. 

Though certainly reproductive technologies have continued to enable an already-

existing queer family-making, they by no means erase all differences. In fact, these 

technologies continue to exacerbate the system of differences through their re-inscription 

of the varying degrees of "quality" assigned to the reproduction of non-white women. 

Besides my own experience as a lesbian mother, my research indicates that 

representationally, films about reproductive technologies, like films about mothering and 

reproduction in general, often perpetuate discourses of proper reproduction via the 

proliferation of idealized images of white, heterosexual nuclear families. Primarily 

embedded in this vision of normative reproduction is the myth of the intact nuclear family, 

in which two opposite-sex parents raise their own biological children. Stephanie Coontz 

points out that this ideal of an intact nuclear family in the US is in actuality a myth. A 

"traditional" family, Coontz explains, is "an ahistorical amalgam of structures, values, and 



19 

behaviors that never co-existed in the same time and place" (9). Further, Coontz argues, 

the reliance on this mythical traditional family "denies the diversity of family life, both past 

and present" (14). Coontz also points out that part of the diversity denied is the 

experience of non-white, non-middle-class families, particularly in media depictions of 

family myths. The invocation of these white, middle-class family myths projects these 

particular fictions into universalist accounts of family life in general, thereby distorting the 

diversity of family experiences across all Americans. In this way, the myth of white, 

heterosexual families is reified in the media at the expense of both families of color and 

white families that can never emulate this representational paradigm. 

The three cultural moments of reproductive technologies that undergird this 

dissertation provide key questions about the relationship between 

reproduction/reproductive technologies, race, nation, and heteronormativity. Why were 

the Rogers characterized as the racists in those interviews? Why was Donna Fasano's 

gestational claim to (other) motherhood validated by the courts when Anna Johnson's was 

not? What investment does the US nation have in making these distinctions? The answers 

lie in the ways that certain kinds of reproduction are valued at particular historical 

moments, but more importantly, in the ways that reproduction is controlled 

representationally through a doubled discourse of pity for the reproductive unfit which, in 

a liberal context, justifies the subsequent control of their reproduction. This pity/control 

doubled discourse marks the connection between eugenics movements in the latter 19* 

and early 20"* centuries and the ways that reproduction is characterized in films. Just as 
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eugenics movements were comprised of both progressive and restrictive practices, 

Hollywood films present both libera! and conservative sentiments. US films, particularly 

Hollywood films, are often aligned with a libera! viewpoint, yet at the same time, certain 

conservative ideas are evident which curtail a completely counterhegemonic narrative. In 

tandem with a conservative view of "proper" family-making, Hollywood films demonstrate 

their progress!veness by presenting reproductive control as a necessary by-product of 

empathy for the reproductive unfit and their progeny. Further, while liberal sentiments 

about race, nationalism, and sexuality are found in these films about reproductive 

technologies, these depictions appear in conjunction with stereotypical conservative 

anxieties about reproduction; crack-addicted and welfare mothers (coded as black), 

overpopulating Third World women, anti-individualism (and therefore anti-Americanism) 

in reproductive technology use, and the erasure of the "natural" in queer family-making. 

What was characterized as "unfit" for eugenicists becomes monstrous in the films I 

analyze. 

I see this shift to the monstrous beginning in the 1930s, when eugenics was 

dropped as explicit film subject matter. Previous to the '30s, eugenics was represented in 

farcical ways, as anti-love. By the '30s and in conjunction with the Depression, overt 

eugenics in film is subsumed by an overall story that pities the monster and controls its 

reproduction. Chapter one looks at this phenomenon through an analysis of James Whales' 

Frankenstein and Bride of Frankenstein, Tod Browning's Freaks, and MGM's Tarzan 

series, which exemplify the nuclear-family-values rhetoric born out of the Great 



Depression, which coincided with eugenic family ideals. Though not explicitly about 

reproductive technologies (except for the Frankenstein films), the 1930s marks a shift in 

which the monstrous is no longer directly aligned with eugenics concerns, but to broader 

cultural fears about reproduction in light of race, nation, and sexuality. 

Issues of race in reproduction are examined closely in chapter two through an 

exploration of the relationship between a liberal call for color-blindness and a 

representation of white mothering as superior to non-white mothering. In this chapter, I 

examine both some passing films of the 1930s, '40s, and '50s, and contemporary 

representations of race and reproductive technologies to illustrate how the black mother 

produces monsters (passing children and raced children derived through the technologies) 

and also how the black mother is incapable of parenting without the intervention of white 

people. This white intervention (or control) takes the form of liberal color-blindness, 

which both justifies the intervention as derived from empathy for the monstrous. In both 

versions of Imitation of Life and Pinky, the black mother cannot control her passing 

daughter, rendered powerless to contradict their daughters' hegemonic desire for 

whiteness. These daughters, figured as a type of cultural monster, are better parented by 

an intervening white mother. In contemporary films like Made In America, Losing Isaiah, 

Jurassic Park and its sequel The Lost World, despite their sympathies toward the life 

circumstances of the non-white mothers (both dinosaur and human), these mothers are 

also characterized as inadequate at parenting their monstrous children formed via 

reproductive technologies, and therefore need white-mother intervention. 
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The third chapter investigates the woman's role as reproducer for the nation, and 

the role she occupies in films about reproductive technologies with nationalistic themes. 

Despite some real critiques of US culture, Logan's Run, The Boys From Brazil, The 

Handmaid's Tale, and Gattaca all over-naturalize a heterosexual American reproduction. 

Taking place in dystopic societies, reproduction via reproductive technologies becomes 

aligned with totalitarianism, which characterize these technologies as fundamentally anti-

American. This distinction between "good" democracy and "bad" anti-Americanism is 

narrativized through a struggle between those born of non-technological means (the 

heroes) and those bom through technology use (state-controlled ideologues), in which the 

heroes win. The monsters born via technologies are sympathetic because they are not 

responsible for their mothers' decisions to bear them in this way. Their dedication to 

totalitarian regimes elicit empathy while they justify democratic intervention. In this 

indictment of technology use, women are consigned to reductive roles of "natural" 

conceptions and childbirth, in the interests of a superior, democratic America. 

In chapter four, an analysis of queer films about family-making indicate that a 

naturalized white heterosexual family-making is a difficult concept to transgress. Though 

the proliferation of gay and lesbian families via reproductive technologies might allow for 

an intervention into this family myth, the films largely naturalize heterosexual reproduction 

and reify white folks as the desirable parents. In The Birdcage, The Velocity of Gary, By 

Design, and If These Walls Could Talk 2, queer parents align themselves into 

heterosexual-imitating roles, and whiteness is clearly favored as not only desirable, but 



capable of purchasing ethnicity through international adoption. The monsters here are the 

children of queer parents, who haunt the films' internalized heteronormativity. Deftly, 

these films feature queer parents and their children as the empathetic subjects, but 

unfortunately the resulting control rests in dominant culture, where these queer parents 

cannot fully disengage from an extremely entrenched heteronormative view of parenting. 

Those films that defy these norms, (for example Chutney Popcorn and Fresh Kill, in their 

interrogation of the relationship between race, nation, sexuality, and reproduction) point 

to a new politics of representation of reproductive technologies in which reproductive 

desirability is no longer relegated to the white, heterosexual world. 

Representations of reproductive technologies in all these films depict a 

reproduction that our culture finds monstrous at particular historical moments-a 

reproduction that then must be contained even though we feel sorry for the monstrous 

progeny. Whether it's Frankenstein's monster, freaks, blacks who pass for white, crack-

and welfare-addicted black mothers, monstrous Third World mothers, inhabitants of 

totalitarian regimes, or children of queer parents, these offspring elicit pity and horror at 

the same time. The horror is often expressed as moments of containment-moments in 

which whiteness, "natural" motherhood, and heterosexuality is normalized to the extent 

that those pitied are unthreatening. Their pitiable state, however, is what makes their 

representation appealing, and assuages the guilt good liberals feel for their existence. We 

can still feel sorry for them, especially if we are not responsible for their emergence. 
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Chapter 1: Deserving to Reproduce: Of Eugenics, Race, and Sexuality in 1930s Films 

James Whale's Bride of Frankenstein (1935) ends with the Monster (Boris 

Karloff) blowing up the laboratory castle in which his monster mate (Elsa Lanchester) has 

just been created. This act of suicide and homicide dramatically underscores his 

knowledge of his and her positions within their culture, as well as that of any of their 

possible progeny. Rejected by the community, he knows they will not be able to sustain a 

relationship nor would any resulting children fare better than they. In fact, the possibility 

of the Monster's reproduction drives the narrative of this movie, as Frankenstein (Colin 

Clive) grapples with placating the Monster and the revolting idea of the Monster's 

reproduction. Eventually, it is the Monster who decides his reproductive fate, stating that 

he and his mate were meant to be dead. He is careful, however, to give Frankenstein and 

his wife Elizabeth (Valerie Hobson) time to escape with their lives, telling them "you live." 

The Monster knows who "deserves" to reproduce, and he knows full well that he does not 

fit into that category. But the genius of James Whale is that we both feel sorry for and a 

little relieved by the Monster's undoing of himself, and that uneasy relationship between 

empathy and revulsion fuels the US's long and persistent intervention in the realm of 

reproduction, particularly through the theories and practices of eugenics. 

Eugenics was (and is) an attempt to regulate reproduction through a delineation of 

the worthiness, appropriateness, or "deservedness," of those reproducing. Depending on 

the historical moment, different individuals were blamed for the proliferation, via their 
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reproduction, of a variety of what were considered social problems, such as crime, 

poverty, feeblemindedness, physical deformity, racial and national inferiority, lewdness, 

and genetic abnormalities, to pinpoint a few. Yet at the same time, concern for individuals 

carrying these "traits" became the impetus for the development of US social welfare 

programs-programs aimed at improving living conditions of the downtrodden and their 

progeny. Through empathy and revulsion, the US, as an unstable, dynamic hegemony, 

does not reconcile its attitudes toward its poor, immigrants, physically and mentally 

challenged, and its demarcated others by not resolving this contradiction. To give signs of 

assistance while restricting their reproduction seems to be the most long-lasting solution, 

an ambivalent one that continues to mark US politics as encompassing contradictory views 

of its minorities, with the very practice of aid-giving centered around the construction of 

those needing assistance as either deserving or not of such aid. In these ways, the rhetoric 

of eugenics bears an unmistakably similar stamp to the rhetoric surrounding welfare and 

crack-addicted mothers. 

The US's participation in the pity/reproductive control double discourse is 

manifest in the contradictory approaches to eugenics that co-existed, and continue to, in 

cultural politics. Those in the US are profoundly uncomfortable with forms of total 

reproductive control and domination. Eugenics practices were so successful because they 

were configured within a range of ideological practices familiar to the public-education, 

medical knowledge, entertainment-whlch produced "common sense." Hollywood, as a 

large-scale hegemonic institution, participated in a range of narratives that addressed 
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eugenics. Until the 1930s, films largely critiqued eugenics because their treatment of the 

topic was as a dominating form of social control. Seen as such by film makers of the early 

films, it followed liberal logic to critique eugenic theories. Although these kinds of films 

continued to be made in the 1930s and early 40s, other films were made at the time that, I 

argue, are more supportive of kinds of eugenic logic simply because they do not represent 

eugenics as a form of total social control. Rather, as the word "eugenics" was dropped out 

of the titles and scripts, more liberal and contradictory representations of eugenic 

principles became possible. 

In this chapter I set down the historical transition in Hollywood narrative that I will 

later link, in subsequent chapters, to value statements made in more recent representations 

about the reproduction of raced and sexed people in the US. Here 1 demonstrate the ways 

in which eugenics, race, and sexuality construct and are constructed together in narratives 

of reproductive "deservedness" in films of the 1930s and early '40s. Eugenics was 

significantly on the minds of 1930s and 1940s citizens, as demonstrated by the continued 

and diffuse utilization of eugenic practices. As the Depression continued, nationalist 

ideology focused more heavily on the healthy American family as the route to national 

economic and emotional sustainability, and that family was white, monogamous, and 

heterosexual. Additionally, as the Motion Picture Code heavily influenced the production 

of US films during this era, eugenics became more diffused as subject matter; eugenics 

was no longer the overt main topic of the narrative, but nonetheless value statements 

about kinds of reproduction were made clear. Increasingly, I argue, this logic of eugenics 
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as reproductive "deservedness" took on more and more of a racial tone in this era, paving 

the way for the racist and heterosexist reproductive narratives operating in the films 

explored in subsequent chapters. Films such as Frankenstein (1931), Bride of 

Frankenstein, Freaks (1932), and MGM's Tarzan series (1932-1948), though not overtly 

eugenic in plot, participate in the ideas and ideals of eugenics and help propel their tenets. 

Concurrently, films like The Very Idea (1929), Tomorrow's Children (1934), Carnival 

(1935), College Holiday (1936), Hitler's Children (1943), and Women In Bondage 

(1944) addressed eugenics specifically, but always as a critique. 

Films that overtly critiqued eugenics, whether comedy or drama, had narratives 

similar to eugenics films prior to the 1930s in which eugenics was positioned as anti-love, 

and love always won over eugenics. Eugenics was decried as a barrier to love. This 

position probably relates to the fact the term "eugenics" was becoming increasingly 

unpopular, especially in the latter half of the 1930s when the Nazi Party's extension of 

eugenics into genocide became more commonly known in the US, and as the scientific 

principles of eugenics became more vocally criticized. Further, as Martin Pemick 

describes, eugenics had been characterized as a barrier to romantic love in previous films 

about the subject, and the formula seemed to work. Films such as The Very Idea (1929), 

Tomorrow's Children (1934), Carnival (1935), and College Holiday (1936) lampoon the 

idea of eugenics in comedic or dramatic ways. In the 1940s, when the Nazi atrocities were 
\ 

widely known, Nazi ideas of eugenic breeding were critiqued and dramatized in Hitler's 

Children (1943) and Women in Bondage (1944). 



Films about eugenics prior to the 1930s were categorically anti-eugenic and, as 

Pemick finds, interested in uplifting the idea of romantic love. In the 1910s in particular, 

both comedies and dramas abounded, capitalizing on this theme.^ Eugenics Versus Love 

(1914) is an obvious satire of John Harvey Kellogg, his Battle Creek, MI sanitarium, and 

his deep involvement in eugenics. A breakfast foods company in "Battle River" sponsors a 

eugenic contest in which the male winner manages to marry his girlfriend instead of the 

female winner picked by the judges. In A Case of Eugenics (1915), Mr. and Mrs. 

Newly wed (Tony and Lucy) agree to take care of Baby Drake for a month while his 

parents go on vacation. Baby Drake had won a Better Baby trophy as a 23-month old, but 

he turns out to be a nightmare child. Tony is so annoyed by this supposedly "perfect" child 

that he and his doctor friend concoct a scheme to send Drake back to his parents early. 

Films about eugenics in the 1930s pursued similar thematics of love winning out 

over eugenics. The Very Idea was first seen as a play in 1917, then as a film in 1920, and 

again in 1929. This comedy focuses on a eugenics author's attempts to produce a eugenic 

child for his sister and her husband. He chooses the chauffeur and maid as the parents but 

they ultimately decide to marry and keep the baby. When hope seems lost, the author's 

sister reveals that she just discovered that she is pregnant. In high drama. Tomorrow's 

Children attacks the compulsory sterilization laws. Alice Mason (Diane Sinclair) is the 

only "fit" child in a family replete with alcoholics, criminals, mentally retarded children, 

and a physically disabled child. When Alice announces her engagement to Jim (Carlyle 

Moore, Jr.), the state welfare board becomes concerned about Alice's giving birth to more 



children like the rest of her family and convinces the parents to have themsel ves and all 

their children sterilized. Jim pleads Alice's case in court, but to no avail. Only when 

Alice's mother (Sarah Padden) admits that Alice is a foster child does the hospital stay the 

sterilization procedure (moments before the scalpel begins to make its first cut) and Alice 

and Jim are free to marry and reproduce.^ Eugenics enters Carnival in the form of a better 

baby contest. Chick (Lee Tracy), a puppeteer at a carnival, tries to raise his baby son alone 

after his wife dies in childbirth. Unfortunately, the state does not agree that the carnival 

life is appropriate for a child, and Chick must hide out with his son and his 

pickpocket/pianist friend Fingers (Jimmy Durante). To improve his image with the 

authorities. Chick enters the baby in a perfect baby contest, hoping that a first-place win 

would change the authorities' minds. Fingers scams the contest and after a few other 

calamities at the state fair. Chick and Fingers are sentenced to jail. Knowing there will be 

no one to care for his son, Chick marries Daisy (Sally Eilers), a camy friend who is in love 

with him, and hands his son to her to raise. Once locked up. Fingers lets Chick know their 

stay there will be short (he has pickpocketed the jail key), intimating that Chick and Daisy 

will reunite as a family. Finally, College Holiday (1936), through the popular style of a 

musical, is a bungled attempt to satirize eugenics in the face of love. A chewing gum 

heiress, Carola Gaye (Mary Boland), is a fan of eugenics and with her mentor Professor 

Hercules Dove (Etienne Girardot), turns a failing hotel into a supposed eugenic match

making affair. The participants think they are trying out for a musical and, when they 

discover their real purpose, rebel and rejoin with their loves. They are convinced to go on 
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with the show they have been rehearsing in order to save the hotel. Despite the confusing 

plot, it is clear that love wins out over eugenics. 

As in the US, Nazi eugenic policies were two-fold; negative eugenics programs 

were based on compulsory sterilization (and later execution) while positive eugenics 

policies (the liebenshorn program) focused on the selection of "fit" Aryan women to give 

birth to "fit" children via sexual relationships with Aryan men (often Nazi officers). Nazi 

propaganda films extolling the virtues of eugenics were plentiful. The focus of Erbkrank 

{Hereditary Disease, 1934),® was the cost to the state of the care of the feeble-minded. 

After the contrast between poverty-stricken areas and the lush surroundings of an 

institution, shots of individuals are interrupted by intertitles which estimate their particular 

cost to the state. The final scene is of a prolific family, all healthy, sitting in a countryside 

portrait. DasErbe {The Inheritance, 1936),' a ten-minute film on heredity, uses the 

Kallikak study to emphasize the importance of good breeding and proper mate choice. As 

many liistorians of eugenics have noted, US eugenicists eagerly met with the Nazis to help 

them develop their eugenic state policies, and many early Nazi policies were molded after 

US ones. This exchange of information between the US and Germany was not one-sided, 

though. In 1936, Harry Laughlin, superintendent of the Eugenics Record Office at Cold 

Spring Harbor, NY, obtained English-dubbed versions of Erbkrank and exhibited them 

widely at high schools around the country. The reception to the film was so universally 

positive that Laughlin proposed making US films of the same subject matter.'" 

Yet mid-1940s Hollywood seemed primarily interested in critiquing the Nazi 
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be considered "entertainment"), which resulted in 1943's Hitler's Children^^ and Women 

in Bondage of 1944. In Hitler's Children, young Anna Muller (Bonita Granville), an 

American bom in Germany, falls in love with Karl Bruner (Tim Holt), a German bom in 

America. They meet in Germany, where their two schools are next to each other. Later, 

when the Nazis come for Anna (because she is considered German) and take her to a labor 

camp, we learn that Karl is now a Nazi officer. Posing as compliant, Anna becomes an 

instmctor at the camp, where girls in the frauenklinic "build themselves up to be fit for 

duties as. ..mothers...The girls of the New Germany are proud to rear their children for 

Hitler •' When Anna cannot hide her disgust for the "diseased New Order" any longer, she 

is put to work in the camp and Karl learns that she is slated for sterilization. He warns her, 

confesses his love for her, and offers to father a baby for her so that she can escape the 

procedure. She refuses, saying she won't give birth to another baby to die for Hitler, Anna 

escapes but is eventually forced to surrender, and, while she is being whipped, Karl stops 

the hand of the abuser. They are both imprisoned, and, during a radio broadcast of their 

trial during which Karl is supposed to denounce his sins, he instead praises Germany's 

enemies and he and Anna are both shot in the courtroom by Nazis. 

In Women In Bondage, the forced "duty" of "fit" German women to bear children 

is critiqued, along with the restriction placed on "inferior" women to prevent them from 

breeding. Both scenarios lead to suicide and murder, and clearly speak for the ways in 

which Nazi eugenic policies destroy the happiness of love. That these largely propagandic 
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films come on the heels of a discovery of the full extent of Nazi eugenic policy is no 

surprise. Nor is it surprising that such swift deflection of the potential horrors of eugenics 

onto the Nazi regime occurs in the US at a time when its own eugenic policies are 

beginning to be scrutinized. Further, the now-three-decade old formula of pitting eugenics 

against love in Hollywood film continues to work in these anti-Nazi films. As a capstone 

to the war, these films rather neatly place the horrors of eugenics squarely on Nazi 

shoulders, and leave the audience with the notion that the word "eugenics" is a dirty word. 

1930s Eugenics 

The claim of earlier historians of eugenics that its death knell occurred in the 1930s 

is in dispute in recent historical work.'^ Daniel Kevles has argued that "mainline" eugenics, 

the term he uses to delineate pre-World War II eugenics, died out sometime after 1925 

with the withdrawal of geneticists' support. Geneticists' findings at that time indicated that 

"deleterious" human traits were most often connected to recessive genes, and would 

therefore not be weeded out simply through sterilization campaigns; instead it might take 

68 generations'^ to see the eradication of such traits. Furthermore, geneticists were 

becoming increasingly convinced that environment, in conjunction with biology, played a 

significant factor in social behavior. One could not blame criminal behavior simply on 

genes, which, according to Kevles, necessitated a drastic shift in eugenics in the 1930s 

toward what he terms "reform eugenics," which, in the 1960s shifted to population 

control. 



Many historians disagree with Kevles' characterization of eugenics in the 1930s 

and thereafter. Garland Allen sees US post-war eugenics as a continuation of biological 

reasoning used toward racist and imperialist ends, albeit with a certain amount of attention 

paid toward environment. He claims that of most importance is the realization that 

eugenics did not radically change its "belief in the powerful role of biological factors...in 

determining social problems " (887). In fact, he claims, as US imperial projects grew after 

World War II, the US's "focus on biological explanations for social problems underwent a 

parallel shift; from a local and familial level to a global and populational one" (887). Here, 

then, Allen alludes to the use of eugenic premises to distinguish between eugenic US 

citizens and its dysgenic Third World territorial inhabitants. This nationalist move toward 

distinguishing between the US and the Third World was an interesting shift. Just twenty 

years earlier, during the hearings for the Immigration Restriction Act of 1924 (at which 

eugenicists acted as "expert" witnesses), US national rhetoric focused on its internal 

immigrant population. But what Allen describes was not an immediate acceptance of 

immigrants as important US citizens who were duty-bound to breed; rather, this attention 

to the Third World enabled the US to ignore its poor and immigrant inhabitants while 

worrying about the reported over-reproduction of Third World people. 

Kevles is correct to note the heavy criticism eugenics suffered at the hands of 

scientists in the 1930s, but these critiques of the racist, elitist, and sexist problems inherent 

in pre-1925 eugenics did not abate eugenic practices after 1925. In fact, as Wendy Kline's 

Building A Better Race demonstrates, popular support for eugenic policies and practices 
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continued well into the 1930s. Though eugenicists were careful to purge their language of 

racist and other terms that might associate their aims with the Nazis, Kline makes the point 

that it is continuity rather than discontinuity that characterizes the presence in US society 

of eugenics discourse and practice before and after the war. She demonstrates this 

continuity by examining closely the increased use and support of involuntary sterilization 

throughout the 1930s,'^ making a strong case for the continuation of eugenic thinking 

through the pronatalist 1950s. 

Scientific critiques levied against eugenics in the 1930s forced eugenicists to re

design their rhetoric to fit more closely with both scientific thinking and Depression-era 

social consciousness. As historian Alan Dawley explains in Struggles for Justice, the US 

had to make a dramatic shift in focus in the Depression years fi"om the individual to the 

social. In an effort to stabilize the country. Hoover and then Roosevelt developed new 

political strategies to combat rampant poverty. Their resulting policies entailed limitations 

put on corporate and industrial enterprise, the development of Social Security, and the 

institution of more centralized state power. This form of government met with resistance 

because, Dawley points out, Americans favored less government, personal liberty over 

social obligations, and individual opportunity over re-distributions of wealth. Nonetheless, 

according to Kline, "Americans were not dragged kicking and screaming toward social 

responsibility, " but accepted it as the road toward "protecting and preserving the 

American family" (Kline 99)." 

As Kline delineates, new emphases on the role of the family in a child's personality 
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development, a dramatic decline in birthrate and marriage rate, a recognition that poorer 

women were having more babies than wealthier women, and the fact that American 

families were heralded by New Dealers as essential for surviving the Depression, all 

worked to make the American family seem the most important social unit in the country. 

Eugenicists joined in this concern for the state of the American family, though they laid 

blame for its breakdown on the promiscuity of the 1920s rather than on the hardships 

incurred by the Depression. Selective sterilization, they argued, could cure the nation of 

the immorality left over from the 1920s to ensure that the right babies were bom to the 

right people, thereby stabilizing both family and country. 

This responsibility toward fijrthering the nation's stability fell to a particular 

population-the modern consumer family unit-which turned out to be white two-parent 

households. And while these families received monetary aid and societal support from the 

federal government, families of color fell into deeper and deeper financial ruin. Dawley 

describes how this growing inequity, during a period of supposed re-distribution, occurred 

via the assumption of New Deal legislators that the ideal family (and the most common 

familial configuration) was composed of a housewife and male breadwinner. New Deal 

efforts were directed toward getting able-bodied men on work relief in order to restore the 

family's financial situation. This nuclear family ideal was so constructed that working 

women, including 3 million domestic servants, received the least assistance (Dawley 383). 

The structure of aid programs, like Aid to Dependent Children (now Temporary Aid for 

Needy Families), was also based on this assumption of breadwinner-husband/dependent 



housewife. Female-headed households were eligible, but only if a husband or lover did not 

exist, and strict "suitable home" policies were enforced, encouraging women not to work. 

There was a huge double standard for black mothers, however, who were expected to 

work. Those black mothers who worked, in concurrence with this cultural pressure, 

negated their eligibility for ADC, resulting in these benefits being provided largely to white 

children. 

This shift toward relegating black children to destitution was gradually exacerbated 

by the country's growing attention and commitment to ethnic pluralism-a pluralism that 

embraced its immigrant populations but not its black citizens. Roosevelt's 1936 re-election 

campaign speeches embraced European immigrants, particularly at the fiftieth-anniversary 

of the Statue of Liberty, paving the way for the " 1940s as the reigning ideology of a 

'nation of nations'" (Dawley 389). However, Roosevelt managed to neglect the needs of 

American blacks, by refusing to support an anti-lynching bill in 1934, or to intervene in a 

resulting 1937 filibuster. As Dawley states, "ducking the 'race question' made it possible 

to continue to exclude African-Americans fi-om the 'nation of nations'" (393). 

While the federal government busied itself with heralding and rewarding the white 

heterosexual nuclear family, and ignoring the needs of its black citizens, eugenicists and 

other moralists cried out against what they saw as the result of the wanton sexuality of the 

1920s. Though an increase in the production of condoms during the Depression'^ 

indicated an already-lessening cultural focus on wanton reproduction, eugenicists were 

concerned with how best to influence reproduction of those they considered "fit." They 
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"unfit" and on the role of the home environment for a child's development (a new focus 

for the eugenics movements). Shifting "emphasis from heredity to maternal care" (Kline 

100), eugenicists used the new language of social science to offer sterilization as a cost-

effective'^ method for ensuring that children would only be bom to those who could care 

for them properly. This shift also helped usher in a new era that levied significant social 

sanctions against behavior concurrent with the sexual freedom of the decade before. As a 

result of the national crisis faced by the Depression, and fueled by heavy eugenic 

involvement in an Administrative attention to the fate of America's children via Hoover's 

While House Conference on Child Health and Protection in 1930, the fate of the nation 

was placed squarely on potential mothers to produce and raise strong children to carry 

America through. As a symbol of America's strength, the healthy child also stood for the 

prototype of American prowess-the fit American family in all of its white heterosexual 

nuclearity. 

Depression-era movies 

Historian Martin Pemick carefully notes how conflicts over aesthetics in films led 

to the separation between classic Hollywood film and medical films (among other 

distinctions). Particularly in the 1920s and '30s, he explains, objections to medical and 

surgical subjects in mainstream films led not only to the drawing of generic distinctions 

between medical and mainstream films, but also to their physical segregation in exhibition. 
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The movie theater became a place of "entertainment," and medical films were deemed, 

particularly in the reviews compiled by Pemick, as strictly not entertaining. The depiction 

of real diseases in films was condemned while the illusion of disease was lauded. In this 

way, movies became distinct from carnivals and circuses (where real freaks were 

exhibited) and commandeered a stronghold on the world of illusion as art. The assertion of 

entertainment as art fueled what Pemick terms "aesthetic censorship," which, he claims, 

resulted from regulations made by the motion picture industry in the new Production Code 

(written in 1930) and assertions by critics that subjects relating to eugenics had become 

distasteful and were no longer entertaining. 

This position is a curious one, especially considering the excessive use producers 

and directors had made of eugenics in film subject matter up until this time. Attributing 

this change in attitude toward eugenic material to the Production Code does not fully 

address this shift. First, the Production Code was a long-lasting solution to attempts at 

film censorship since the inception of film, and encompasses many industry standards that 

had been in effect when eugenics was widely used as subject matter. Second, the turn 

away from overtly eugenic plots occured just as the nation succumbed to the financial and 

social woes of the Great Depression. Dropping box office receipts during the early part of 

the Depression, coupled with an unusual accordance between Hollywood producers and 

nationalistic ideology fijeled the proliferation of films that supported the culture's 

propensity for family-values rhetoric. Both the history of the regulation of films and the 

increased production of certain film genres play a significant role in the metamorphosis of 
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eugenic language and theories into family values ideology. 

Of Monsters and Freaks and Ape Men 

The family-values ideology that Depression-era filmmakers were portraying, even 

without the specific references to eugenics, was eugenic all the same in its adherence to a 

narrative that privileges those who "deserve" to reproduce. Frankenstein's Monster is all 

too aware of this rhetoric. Even in the case of Freaks, a film in which nice heterosexual 

midgets resume their engagement (and presumably marry and reproduce), a chasm is set 

up between the "inappropriate" and the "appropriate" freaks in terms of sexual activity. 

Similarly, in the MGM Tarzan series, Tarzan's (Johnny Weissmuller's) wildness, his 

identification with the jungle and with colonial Africa, renders him inappropriate to 

reproduce with white Jane (Maureen O'Sullivan), despite his (apparent) whiteness. 

James Whale's Frankenstein (1931) was an astounding success, and despite the 

historical popularity of the tale, this version stands out in many ways. Based on Mary 

Wollstonecraft Shelley's book, published in 1818, previous films on the subject were made 

in 1910, 1915, and 1920 (an Italian film), and this story had been dramatized for a century 

by a series of successful stage plays. Whale's film made the New York Times list of 10 Best 

Films of 1931, and was a top box office draw in 1932.'* As mentioned previously, the 

early 1930s saw a proliferation of horror films, also produced by Universal; Dracula 

(1931), The Mummy (1932), Murders in the Rue Morgue (1932), and Old Dark House 

(1932). RKO produced King Kong in 1933, and MGM released Freaks in 1932 (to be 
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because, as the New York Times Film Review states: "No matter what one may say about 

the melodramatic ideas here, there is no denying that it is far and away the most effective 

thing of its kind. Beside it Dracula is tame." (Hall, 21:2) Reviewers remarked on the 

incredible effects of the sound in the film, noting the cries of the crowd that pursufes the 

Monster (Boris Karloff), his strange vocalizations, and the crackling of the fire that is 

supposed to kill him. Also noted by reviewers was the impeccable photographic skill 

involved in manipulating shadows during dim or night scenes to intensify the eerie quality 

of the film.''* In addition, Karloff s rendition of the Monster was well received by critics 

who said he "makes a memorable figure of the bizarre figure with its indescribably 

terrifying face of demoniacal calm, a fascinating acting bit of mesmerism" (Variety). 

Indeed, Karloff s depiction is truly memorable, for the image of the square-headed 

Monster walking stiffly with arms outstretched has become the prototypical vision of 

Frankenstein's creation. 

The depiction of this strange creature, this Monster, stands for a story about 

what's wrong with family insularity. Many literary critics have characterized Mary 

Shelley's Frankenstein as a birth metaphor, particularly when the text is read as an 

autobiographical account of Shelley's experience of maternity-her first child had died, 

William (her second) was with her when she began the novel, and she was pregnant with 

her third by its completion. Frankenstein's little brother William, who is killed in the novel 

by the Monster, apparently bore a resemblance to Shelley's own William. In her discussion 
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of the novel, Marie-Helene Huet outlines the critical argument over the extent to which 

Percy Shelley (poet, and Mary's husband) wrote and/or influenced the novel. Huet sees 

this argument as an additional layer of the questions of paternity and maternity that are 

addressed within the text itself According to Huet, those who are anxious to credit Mary 

with the entire project are reminiscent of the two-thousand-year-old belief that women are 

responsible for the birth of monstrous offspring through their deranged 

imaginations-maternal impressions.^" That this responsibility for reproduction, what Huet 

calls parental singularity, falls upon women exonerates fathers from the guilt of producing 

monsters, but also fits in nicely with the Romantic idea that aesthetic production derives 

from a singular creator.^' 

Not only is the text a treatise on the wrongness of paternal creation, it is also, 

according to Hirsch, a condemnation of the role of the private family within the Western 

European post-revolutionary republic. The obsession with filial relationships in the novel, 

particularly within Frankenstein's family,^ ultimately creates a dynamic that destroys the 

family: little brother William, Victor, and their mother are all dead. Despite the turn away 

from aristocratic and monarchical rule, nationals turned toward the family as the locus of 

patriotism and love rather than toward the recognition of universal humanity within the 

British nation. The result, "an unreasonable overvaluation of certain people defined as 

one's kin" (Hirsch, 137), reflects not only republican terrors of the past, but as Hirsch 

rightly asserts, "the 'family values' terrorism of more recent Republican national 

conventions" (137). The fact that the family again becomes a symbol of national stability 



in the 1930s in the US shows how cyclical this focus on the family becomes, both in liberal 

and conservative administrations. In many ways, when nations face serious hurdles to their 

coherence as nations, families are relied upon to provide symbols of national stasis."^ 

More insidiously, Frankenstein makes clear the danger of family insularity, but 

also the concurrent ostracization of the other-the non-blood relatives, or even more 

broadly, those who look different. In the novel, the Monster is described in familiar terms: 

his "dull yellow eye...yellow skin...lustrous black [hair]...pearly white [teeth]...straight 

black lips" resemble descriptions of colonial encounters with peoples from Asian and 

African regions.^^ The Monster's desperate attempts to become a family member, and his 

murderous reaction to consistent rejection (he kills little William precisely because he is of 

Frankenstein's family), signify the plight of those so described. Every attempt he makes at 

joining community is consistently rejected, except by the blind man who cannot see him, 

intimating that physical resemblence arbitrarily constructs a family. As Hirsch points out, 

family insularity based on recognizability ensures that "familiarity breeds contempt for any 

MA/familiar faces" (128). 

As underscored in the film, it is the Monster's paternity that makes him even more 

desperate for inclusion into the Frankenstein family. In the film, Frankenstein (Colin Clive) 

is quick to point out his Zeus-like birthing powers when he asserts "that body is not dead; 

it has never lived. I created it; I made it with my own hands." He marks the Monster's life 

by the day that he re-animated the tissue-on the second day after re-animation, he refers to 

the Monster as being "two days old." As time wears on and the Monster's insistence on 
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being a Frankenstein leads to his terrorizing the family and the villagers, Frankenstein 

increasingly detaches himself psychologically from his creation. While Frankenstein's 

elation at his creation has turned to a horrified sense of responsibility for it, the Monster's 

thirst for family turns to destruction of those who reject him, most notably by terrorizing 

family members at Frankenstein's wedding to Elizabeth (Mae Clarke). In this most 

symbolic of all unions of exogamous parties, the Monster is still excluded. Despite his 

paternity, he looks too different to be invited, 

Not only is the Monster the "poor colored relation," but Whale's own feelings 

about being the only openly gay director in 1930s Hollywood was projected onto the 

Monster's ostracization as well. As dramatized in the film Gods and Monsters (Bill 

Condon, 1998) and discussed by film scholars, the Monster became, for Whale, a symbol 

of difference and the ostracization that results from such difference. Figured as an 

antisocial outsider, the Monster's characterization as an allusion to homosexuality is 

cemented by his father's (Frankenstein's) rejection of him." Endowed with a criminal 

brain (Frankenstein's assistant Fritz [Dwight Frye] breaks ajar containing a normal brain 

and must then steal the criminal one instead), the Monster is set up as a deviant. Although 

he is desperate for companionship, his twisted brain does not allow him simply to enjoy 

the company of others; he eventually kills all who appear frightened of him. In a deft 

counter-projection, the Monster perpetrates a hate crime on those who hate him. 

But the Monster seemingly endures the ultimate hate crime. At the end of the film, 

the Monster is chased into a windmill by the townspeople who then surround it and light it 



with torches. While the windmill, and presumably the Monster within, bums to the 

ground, the townspeople swarm and cheer, raising their torches in delight at their actions. 

These scenes of crowd frenzy and torching resemble scenes of lynching and other kinds of 

racist terror in the South in the 1930s, when blacks were burned to death in their churches 

and their homes. As well, they predict kinds of hate crimes perpetrated against 

lesbian/gay/bisexual/transgendered people. The crowd seems particularly unsavory, and 

one cannot help but feel empathy for the Monster. Whale characterized the Monster as a 

sympathetic anti-hero, imbuing him with the qualities of the misunderstood outsider, and 

made the crowd's behavior seem drastic and shocking. Their delight at what appears to be 

the Monster's gruesome death links them to lynch mobs and other hate-crime 

perpetrators. 

Yet the Monster lives on, at least long enough to star in the sequel. The Bride of 

Frankenstein (which, after much protest. Whale finally agreed to direct in 1935), which 

the reviewers remarked had conveyed the Monster's humanity. In Variety, reviewers 

mentioned the Monster's search for "friendship and sympathy instead of horror and hate" 

and KarloflP s ability to "invest the character with some subtleties of emotion that are 

surprisingly real and touching."^'' In the New York Times, the Monster is described as 

"somewhat moonstruck, hungry for kindness and even. . .for love."^^ These qualities in the 

Monster are indicated by his friendship with a blind hermit (O.P. Heggie), who teaches the 

Monster how to speak, to smoke a cigar, and to drink wine. Their blissful friendship 

continues until two hunters find them and try to kill the Monster. The cabin catches on fire 
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and the Monster escapes to a crypt where he meets with Dr. Pretorius (Ernest Thesiger), a 

physician who has almost convinced Frankenstein to manufacture a mate for the Monster. 

Pretorius, incidentally, is in the same business as Frankenstein: he has cultured little people 

from seeds and keeps them in jars. At the behest of Pretorius, the Monster kidnaps 

Elizabeth to force Frankenstein's hand. Soon the Monster will have a companion that 

looks like him, another creation of Frankenstein-which makes her his pseudo-sister as well 

as his bride. The Monster's Mate is none too pleased with her betrothed, and the Monster 

subsequently destroys her, himself, and Pretorius, as well as the lab. 

This created Monster Mate, the title of the film's subject, further complicates the 

Frankenstein family. The Mate is created to be the Monster's bride, yet she is labeled the 

bride of Frankenstein, who, incidentally, already has another bride-he has finally wed 

Elizabeth. Bigamist Frankenstein stands at the same reproductive crossroads as Martin 

Kailikak, the subject of a famous eugenics case study about his progeny fi-om two different 

women. According to the research, Kailikak's affair with a "tavern girl" produced a line 

of feeble-minded, criminals, prostitutes, and alcoholics while his socially upstanding 

Quaker wife bore him a lineage of contributing and successful citizens. Representing 

both sides of the Kailikak legacy, Whale's Frankenstein chooses exogamy and the more 

eugenic mate, while the Monster chooses his sister/wife-family insularity gone completely 

awry- surely a dysgenic choice for mating. 

Interestingly, the Monster is still the most feared person in the room, exacerbated 

by the Monster Mate's shriek at the sight of him, and he stands in at once for the raping 



black man and the feeble-minded (in some eugenicists' eyes, the two were not mutually 

exclusive). The final scene in the film dramatically underscores this. When Frankenstein 

and Pretorius finish the Mate, they discover she is alive. While they release her from the 

table and stand her upright, the music in the background is all strings, playing a romantic-

type sound. This music continues as she starts to move. The scene cuts to the Mate, 

standing on her own in a full-length white dress. When Pretorius announces "The Bride of 

Frankenstein," the music changes to church bells, reminiscent of wedding. The Mate looks 

at Frankenstein, is unsteady, and Frankenstein catches her. The music changes to drums, 

sounding like impending doom, as we see the Monster emerge out of the darkness into the 

light of the room. She turns to him and he says "friend?" She makes a strange cackle 

noise, and an immediate cut to the Monster shows him smiling as he says again, "friend?" 

He comes toward her and touches her arm. She screams and turns to Frankenstein who 

draws her to him and seats her on a couch. The music becomes ominous again as the 

Monster sits down next to her, at which point the music changes to romantic strings. He 

takes her arm, puts her hand on his and smiles as he pats her hand. She looks horrified and 

he gets sad. As he reaches out to her (whether as an attempted embrace or to grab her, it 

is not clear), she backs off the couch, screaming. Standing, the Monster says with sadness, 

"she hate me." At this time, Elizabeth appears at the castle laboratory while the Monster, 

angry, stomps around the lab, stopping at a lever which Pretorius explains will blow up the 

lab if pulled. Elizabeth tries to get Frankenstein to leave, but he says he cannot leave the 

others. At this point the Monster says: "Yes, go. You live. Go [to Frankenstein and 



Elizabeth, who leave together at this point]. You'll stay. We belong dead [to Pretorius and 

the Mate]." When the Monster puts his hand on the lever, making his well-known grunt, 

the music crescendoes. The Mate hisses, and with one tear running down his cheek, the 

Monster pulls the lever down. The music continues to crescendo as the lab is seen blowing 

up from the outside, through the final shot of Frankenstein and Elizabeth away from the 

lab, safe, while the music rises into romantic violins. Between the music and the visual 

cues, the Monster is characterized as sympathetic and misunderstood. When he makes 

attempts to reach out to the Mate, underscored by the romantic music, she thinks he is 

sexually attacking her. Realizing that the Mate turns to Frankenstein for comfort, and that 

she cannot understand his intentions, the Monster becomes angry and sad. Spumed, and 

realizing he will never be understood, the Monster sacrifices himself for Frankenstein and 

Elizabeth, who, cued by the romantic music, will live to propagate and leave the 

monstrousness behind. Though he is the most feared figure in the room, the Monster is 

also the most feeling one there. His actions are the result of being misunderstood, and his 

last desperate act of suicide/homicide, denoted by the single tear on his cheek, comes from 

the most profound sadness. The relief the viewer has at the end of the Monster's possible 

reproduction comes at the cost of feeling empathy for him. 

Like King Kong before him, the Monster is ready and able to wreak havoc, 

particularly on white women. But, like Kong, he is capable of loving them as well. As 

Thomas Wartenberg says about King Kong (1933), Bride of Frankenstein critiques this 

characterization of the Monster by first portraying him in classical racist Hollywood style 
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and then humanizing him so that the audience feels discomfort at his demise. Despite his 

humanization, however, the thought of his reproduction takes liberal pity too far, and the 

very monstrousness which elicits pity also necessitates reproductive control. His criminal 

brain, his large stature, and his tired visage are the very picture of dysgenics. The 

resolution used in the film-the destruction of those who are not worthy of reproducing-is 

the ultimate solution for this conundrum. That the audience feels relieved and sad at the 

Monsters' demise is precisely how the pity/reproductive control double discourse 

operates. Whale makes us understand that the Monsters really want love, familial and 

romantic, and the denial of such love enables our sympathy for their plight, particularly 

because the search for such love is a standard Hollywood narrative trope by this time. 

Nevertheless, Frankenstein and Elizabeth do escape, with the Monster's blessing, 

demonstrating that the fit couple of the film must survive to propagate. 

Fitness for reproduction is a hard category to delineate in a film like Freaks 

(1932), where "freaks" make up the majority of the cast, and some of the non-freaks in the 

film behave more repulsively than do the freaks. With a cast that included Daisy and Violet 

Hilton (conjoined twins), two armless women (Frances O'Connor and Martha Morris), a 

human skeleton (Peter Robinson), a bearded lady (Olga Roderick, or Lady Olga), 

pinheads (Zip [Elvira Snow], Pip [Jenny Lee Snow], and Schlitze), a living torso (Prince 

Randian), two midgets (brother and sister Harry and Daisy Earles), dwarf Angeleno 

(Angelo Rossitto), a bird-woman (Koo Koo), and a legless man ("Half-boy" Johnny Eck), 

Freaks was by all measures one of the mainstream Hollywood films that pushed the 
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envelope of the entertainment category. MGM, which considered itself the vanguard of 

middle-class tone and taste, made the film as an attempt to capitalize on director Tod 

Browning's success with Universal's Dracula (1931). Freaks is based on Tod Robbins' 

short story Spurs, about a circus midget who, upon inheriting great wealth, is able to 

marry the bareback rider with whom he is obsessed. At the wedding banquet, she brags 

that she could carry him like a child from one end of France to the other. Humiliated, he 

forces her to do just that, driving her with spurs. She is seen a year later, haggard from the 

journey. Browning's film retains the flavor of the story, but adds more material to heighten 

the story of humiliation and revenge. In the film, which takes place on the grounds of a 

circus sideshow, midget Hans (Harry Earles) breaks his engagement to midget Frieda 

(Daisy Earles) when his object of obsession, trapeze artist and non-freak Cleopatra (Olga 

Baclanova) agrees to marry him. Unbeknownst to Hans, Cleo knows he stands to inherit a 

fortune and connives with strongman Hercules (Henry Victor) to poison and murder Hans 

and inherit his wealth. The other freaks learn of her plot and exact revenge on Cleo and 

Hercules, presumably killing him and maiming her into a sideshow freak herself-a chicken 

woman. Hans and Frieda reunite. 

The production history of Freaks mirrors the eventual audience reaction to the 

film-horror-while contemporary reviews could not decide if the film was too frightful or 

simply a badly-written narrative. Apparently, those on the MGM lot objected to the 

freaks' presence in the canteen. Eventually the latter were given a separate eating area 

outside the commissary.^ Nor did Freaks fare well at the box office. It finally had to be 



pulled from circulation at considerable cost to MGM.^ Some reviews expressed extreme 

views. For example, Harrison's Reports' July 16, 1931 review stated; "Not even the most 

morbidly inclined could possibly find this picture to their liking. Saying that it is horrible is 

putting it mildly: it is revolting to the extent of turning one's stomach, and only an iron 

constitution could withstand its effects.. .Any one who considers this entertainment should 

be placed in the pathological ward in some hospital." Other reviewers responded 

sarcastically to this sort of review. The July 23, 1932 reviewer in Motion Picture Herald 

claimed: "I found it to be an interesting and entertaining picture, and I did not have 

nightmares, nor did I attempt to murder any of my relatives." Or, less sanguinely, adds the 

July 9, 1932 New York Times, "The difficulty is in telling whether the film should be 

shown at the Rialto Theater-where it opened yesterday-or in, say, the Medical Center." 

The July 12, 1932 Variety review actually focused completely on plot development and 

Freaks' merits as a film, and charged MGM with failing "to realize that even with a 

different sort of offering the story still is important. Here the story is not sufficiently strong 

to get and hold the interest, partly because interest cannot easily be gained for a too 

fantastic romance." 

Particularly difficult for the audience was choosing whether or not to sympathize 

with the freaks. Until the wedding banquet scene, the fi-eaks are presented as humans with 

human fortunes and problems: a child is bom to the Bearded Lady and the Human 

Skeleton; Frieda and Hans fight about their lack of communication; Daisy Hilton discusses 

her recent engagement; Frieda hangs laundry while Venus (Leila Hyams) mends a 
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costume; Violet Hilton gets engaged; Venus leaves Hercules and begins a 

friendship/romance with Phroso the Clown (Wallace Ford).^' The audience could feel that 

the freaks are almost like them. At the wedding feast for Hans and Cleo, however, the 

freaks' status as "normal" changes. An elaborate freak ritual is performed for Cleo in 

which they loudly and raucously chant the following: "Gooba gabba, gooba gabba, gooba 

gabba, one of us; gooba gabba, gooba gabba, gooba gabba, one of us, gooba gabba, we 

accept her, we accept her, one of us; gooba gabba, gooba gabba, we accept her, one of 

us!" Simultaneously, a dwarf, by walking on the table, brings a large chalice full of wine to 

everyone at the banquet. Each takes a sip and he brings the chalice to Cleo, as a symbol of 

their bond to each other.^" Horrified, and too drunk to pretend, she hurls the glass and 

shrieks: "Freaks! Freaks! Filthy, slimy freaksV The freaks scatter and Cleo drapes the 

passed-out Hans over her shoulder and leaves, followed by Hercules. This turning point in 

the film marks the freaks as capable of dark things, and this possibility is realized when the 

freaks decide to avenge a later attempt on Hans' life. As the circus wagons begin to move 

in the pouring rain, we see glimpses of freaks hiding in the dark, brandishing weapons. 

Even the living torso Randian clenches a razor between his teeth. They pursue Hercules, 

who slips in the mud, and we see their crawling shapes before we hear Hercules scream.^' 

We then see dark slithering shapes fall upon Cleo as she stumbles while escaping. The true 

evil potential of the freaks is illuminated, yet Cleo's earlier reprehensible behavior is never 

diminished by the freaks' revenge. 

The only sympathetic characters in Freaks are Hans and Frieda, who presumably 



do not take part in the actual mutilation of Hercules and Cleo. In fact, in a film where the 

majority of the characters are freaks, a freak hierarchy determines that Hans and Frieda, 

because they are fully limbed and fully brained "little people," stand at the top of the heap. 

Their best friends are Venus and Phroso, two non-freaks, and their engagement, short 

break-up, and reunion follow a particularly conventional pattern. The near-normality of 

the two is underscored by the seemingly strange sexuality of the freaks. As Rachel Adams 

so well documents, the crux of the problem of Freaks is its questioning of the "traditional 

confines of the sideshow" (63) by bringing the freaks to a different milieu but also by 

portraying the particular and ranging sexualities of the freaks. Adams points out that the 

position of moral authority rests on Hans and Frieda, though she also points out that Hans 

is carelully coded as emasculated throughout the film, thereby fiilly marking the 

fundamental difference between him and a "big" man. 

The emasculation of Hans and the over-sexualization of the freaks are 

simultaneously introduced in the first half of the film.^'* The second scene begins with the 

typical male gaze, as Cleo is shown perched on a trapeze, and a cut reveals Hans watching 

her. The power of his gaze is cut short, however, when Cleo descends and drops her cloak 

in front of him. Because he is too short, he is unable to replace it on her shoulders so she 

kneels down, laughs at him and kisses his cheek. His assertion that he is a man does not 

change her response to him. In what might be a metaphorical criticism of Hans' perception 

of the size of his own penis, Frieda scolds Hans for smoking too big a cigar, making the 

point that he is taking on more than he can handle. Despite his rebuke of her giving him 



orders, the point is made. Throughout, Cleo pinches Hans' cheeks and calls him cute. At 

the wedding banquet, Hans is seen to be consumed with jealousy as Cleo and Hercules 

passionately kiss. After her outburst at the "acceptance" ritual, she looks to Hans to 

defend her, saying "What are you going to do? Are you a man or a baby?" Hans, poisoned 

and drunk, cannot come to her aid. Even when Frieda comes to Hans at the end of the 

film, his manhood is still diminished. He sits in a house that is far too big for him, and 

when Frieda intimates that they can reunite, he puts his head in her lap and weeps while 

she comforts him as if he were her child. 

Meanwhile, sexual activity and banter amongst the freaks runs the gamut. When 

Josephine-Joseph, the half-woman-half-man, walks by the Rollo Brothers (Edward 

Brophy, Mat McHugh), they mock her/him: "Have a cigar, Joseph," one says while the 

other says "You dropped your lipstick, Josephine." Then the first brother tells the other, 

"Don't get her sore or he 'II pop you in the nose." This possibility of hermaphroditic 

attraction is toyed with when Roscoe (Rosco Ates), a man who dresses as the Roman 

Lady, remarks to Hercules, "1 think she likes you but he don't." Roscoe stutters, so when 

he first says "she," he stutters the word so that it actually sounds like "she/he." Daisy and 

Violet Hilton enter, arguing about Roscoe, whom Daisy is about to marry. Daisy tells 

Violet that she will like him better when she knows him. Phroso, overhearing this, says 

"that reminds me..." and tells Daisy to close her eyes and pinches her; Violet knows he did 

it. When Violet is kissed by her fiance, Daisy, who is reading, closes her book and then 

her eyes, smiling, which underscores how each feels the other's pleasure. When Roscoe is 



introduced to Violet's fiance, they both invite each other to come and see them sometime. 

Earlier, the women are seen making up their bed in Roscoe's wagon, further underscoring 

the fact that all three are present in the bed, and so this invitation intimates that sometimes 

there might be four. Cleo is the most sexually suggestive when she offers eggs to Hercules 

and asks him "How do you like them?" while pushing up her breasts so that he can see 

them. He embraces her while the eggs cook. Whether referencing hermaphroditic sex, sex 

between more than two people at once, or just brazen sexual suggestiveness, these 

moments point to freaks and freak shows as places of polymorphous sexuality. In 

comparison to these multiple sexualities, Hans' eagerness for a romantic, heterosexual, 

and monogamous union with Cleo seems extremely normative. 

Adams also discusses how Freaks is a critique of the bourgeois life, and mentions 

that on this merit alone, it is slightly surprising that the film did not fare well at the box 

office. Given its timing with the beginning of the Depression, when critiques of the rich 

were commonplace. Freaks' participation in this critique did not save the financial future 

of the film. Considered particularly abhorrent during the Depression were those whose 

wealth came from inheritance rather than hard work, and certainly Hans' character stands 

for this kind of wealth. To complete the stereotype, Hans wears full suits daily, converses 

with everyone rather formally, and uses a German accent which hearkens to an association 

with generations-long wealthy European families. He is unwilling to entertain any option 

but monogamous heterosexuality instead of the other sexual opportunities that the other 

freaks provide, a decision which further separates him from the flock of freaks who 



engage in revenge. In addition to and because of his emasculation, Hans is not "man" 

enough to maim his abusers, doubly encoded as a non-worker and a boy. This is a curious 

positioning of the characters in the film, for even the seemingly most normal of all-Hans 

and Frieda-are ridiculed. The original script had Phroso and Venus returning to the freak 

show with a photo of Hans and Frieda, married and holding their new baby. In this 

version, they would have become completely enmeshed in bourgeois domesticity and 

heteronormativity. Clearly, then. Browning chose to critique Hans throughout rather than 

to fully place him in the highest hierarchical position over the other freaks. With no one 

character available to embody the traditional object of the male gaze, a viewer is left with 

no one to identify with or to desire. The utilization of a different kind of gaze, one that I 

will term the queer" gaze, is what was then the most interesting and yet most unsuccessful 

aspect of the film. Ironically, such a bold move as to attempt to enable a gaze other than 

the traditional male gaze backfired with the audience but also within the narrative. Left 

with no character to admire, the queer gaze is rejected.^ 

Though these films never use the word "eugenics," the prospect of the Monster's 

or the freaks' reproduction elicit eugenic cultural horror, just as Tarzan's position as 

cross-raced prevents him from further race mixing with Jane. While Frankenstein's 

Monster stood in for all things Other, and Browning's freaks pushed the envelope of the 

range of sexualities, perhaps no other 1930s cult hero delineated a racial and sexual 

problem more dramatically than MGM's Tarzan. A white man raised by apes in Africa 

who identifies with nature is a series of contradictions. This Tarzan series utilizes the 



traditional tropes of Africans and blacks centering around their affinities with primates and 

their alignment with nature. Though Tarzan is positioned as somewhere in between blacks 

and whites, his complete identification with the African jungle positions him on the 

"nature" side of the nature-culture binary. Due to his tenuous status as not-quite-white, I 

claim, Tarzan does not ever get Jane pregnant despite their prolific sexual life together. 

This lack of procreation can be partly attributed to the lack of representation of 

miscegenation in the early Production-Code days. Though Tarzan looks and is white, his 

proximity to all things identified with African blacks makes his reproduction with very 

white Jane slightly problematic. But because the depiction of families is so important to 

these Depression-era films, and because heterosexual reproduction with Jane is impossible, 

Tarzan becomes a foster father to Boy, another colonial white rescued from the jungle. 

Although an inordinate amount of film has been shot making Tarzan movies, " the 

longest-running and most consistent run of films was made by MGM between 1932 and 

1948 (12 movies in all) starring five-time Olympic gold-medalist swimmer Johnny 

Weissmuller in the role of the ape man. These films, like all the other Tarzan films, were 

based on the characters created by Edgar Rice Burroughs, who published Tarzan of the 

Apes in 1914, his first in a series of twenty-three books about Tarzan, written until 

1947-three years before his death. By the 1930s, Tarzan had already been made into a few 

films, and during the 30s it was both a radio program and an illustrated cartoon series.^® 

Edgar Rice Burrouglis was paid by MGM both for the rights to film the story, and as a 

script writer. He then supposedly gave the rights as a wedding present to son-in-law James 



Pierce. Pierce sold the rights to Sol Lesser, a producer and showman, but when Lesser 

tried to pay for them. Burroughs told him that Pierce's contract had lapsed. Lesser took 

the matter to the courts, and eventually Lesser, MGM, and Burroughs settled the case. 

MOM released its first film, Tarzan, the Ape Man in 1932 while Lesser planned to make 

five Tarzan films of his own (the first two of which were Tarzan the Fearless [1933] and 

Tarzan's Revenge [1938]). MGM's first choice for an actor to play Tarzan was Herman 

Brix, a Stanford University star weight-lifter and Olympic shot putter. Following an injury 

Brix sustained during the shooting of his first film, MGM was forced to hire someone 

else,'^ and turned to Weissmuller despite Burroughs' strong objections. Interestingly, 

despite his objections to the ways in which Hollywood "butchered" his characters and to 

the use of Weissmuller, he did begin to connect Johnny Weissmuller's portrayal of Tarzan 

to the Tarzan of his later novels, particularly his monosyllabic English."" 

In a discussion of why the Tarzan character has consistently remained in the 

American imagination,''' Erling Holtsmark surmises that one of the reasons may be that 

Tarzan personifies the idea of a "missing link," the connection between our human selves 

and our animal ancestors. That this link is a white man is no mistake. Given the evidence 

that early bi-pedal humans were far fi-om Caucasian, a very white Tarzan occupying the 

American symbolic as that animal-human link bespeaks the difficulty in representing such a 

character in the American symbolic system. When white men are supposed to be the most 

virile and conquering folk, which the lord of the jungle most certainly is, they are identified 

with civilization and not nature. Tarzan is also completely identified with nature-with 



African nature in particular-and therefore deviates from the usual white-man 

representation. On the one hand, Tarzan represents the possibility for white men to control 

what they often cannot, but on the other, his status as a "missing link" puts his genetic 

potential in question, and he is prevented from performing the ultimate male virility task; 

conquering the feminine and propagating his line. 

These Tarzan movies are essentially the same in plot,^^ though four of the films 

stand out as dealing most explicitly with the formation of the Tarzan family and its 

position vis a vis civilization. In the first of the series, Tarzan, the Ape Man (1932), we 

meet Tarzan and Jane (Maureen O'Sullivan) and witness his abduction of her and her 

decision to stay with him. In Tarzan and His Mate (1934), Jane is tempted by old friends 

to return to England but again chooses to stay. In Tarzan Finds A Son (1939), Boy (John 

Sheffield) is discovered in the wreckage of a plane and is adopted by the couple."^ Finally, 

in Tarzan's Secret Treasure (1941), Boy is tempted to leave the jungle for "civilization," 

only to realize his true home is with Tarzan and Jane. The point made in all four films is 

that Tarzan's hold over his family is metaphorized by the polarities between nature and 

civilization. Because his own position is ambiguous, the tension between nature and 

civilization is maintained. The seeming resolution of the tension is a contradictory 

placement of Tarzan in the Great Chain of Being-is he an animal or a man-and his 

subsequent positioning as somewhere in between, is not unlike the colonialists' placement 

of blacks low on the Great Chain in order to justify slavery. Filmically, Tarzan's middle 

position on the Chain eradicates the possibility to reproduce with Jane, because the 
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representation of miscegenation was outlawed by the Production Code. The only way this 

ambiguously cross-species, cross-race Tarzan could symbolize the good nuclear family 

values demanded by 1930s films audiences, then, was to make him a foster father. 

However, in contrast and on the other end of the spectrum, white civilization is 

depicted unfavorably. These characters are ivory poachers, slave traders and gold 

smugglers who usually die in the end for their bad intentions. Importantly, though, these 

folks are not only identified with civilization but also with the colonial west and 

imperialism, for they are often British and dressed in prototypical safari wear-the ultimate 

symbol of a colonial. The colonial encroachment on Africa is being critiqued here, which is 

why Tarzan, as a biological product of colonialism who becomes one with the jungle, is 

the ultimate fantasy for he retains some of his white privilege while literally becoming the 

other. 

In the MGM series, Tarzan's whiteness is only established through hearsay, in 

which he is differentiated from animals. We only know of Tarzan's white roots through 

conversations other characters have about him. In Tarzan and His Mate (henceforth 

referred to as Mate), ivory poacher Martin Arlington (Paul Cavanagh) remarks to Harry 

Holt (Neil Hamilton), the man who had been in love with Jane and lost her to Tarzan, "So 

your lady turned you down for some Wild Man from Borneo,""* eh? Imagine, living in the 

treetops with a glorified native ape man." Holt's response, "Tarzan's as white as we are," 

makes a strong distinction between native and white, and underscores Holt's need to 

explain Jane's amorous shift. Perhaps Holt would rather have lost Jane to a man who was 



his cultural equal, and certainly Tarzan's biological ties to British gentry would make him 

just that. Also, Holt knows that Tarzan's connection to the animals makes him more 

interesting, and Holt's assertion of Tarzan's whiteness is an attempt to strip him of his 

native-ness. Additionally, this privileging of Tarzan's whiteness may be a way to protect 

Jane's reputation by disavowing what might be her perverse sexual desire for Tarzan. In 

Tarzan Finds A Son (henceforth Son), one member of an expedition asks another, "is this 

Tarzan a white man or a white ape?" The response, "he's white all right and he's lord of 

this whole escarpment," re-establishes Tarzan's dominance over the land (and reinforces 

his genetic legacy as a Greystoke) and all that are contained within-that he has to be white 

to dominate indicates the prejudice of the expedition members regarding who can control 

land masses and who cannot. Whether he is a man or an ape is not relevant to ownership, 

clearly, but what is relevant is his whiteness. 

Tarzan's deep connection to the jungle is most strikingly indicated both through 

dialogue and also through visuals. In Tarzan, the Ape Man (henceforth Ape Man), after 

Jane has decided abduction by Tarzan is not as terrifying as she once thought, she looks at 

Tarzan's face and asks "what color are your eyes? I know, the color of the forest, gray-

green." No other dialogue moment so clearly meshes Tarzan and the jungle. True to 

inheritability theories of the time which attributed both genetics and environment to 

heredity, a purely genetic factor, eye color, has been attributed to environment which 

cements the massive impact the jungle has had on the development of Tarzan as a 

person/animal/forest entity. Another implication that is established in Ape Man and 



continued in Mate is the allusion to Tarzan and Jane's sexual satisfaction with each other. 

There is at least one morning-after scene in each film, indicating that the previous night's 

activities were extremely pleasing. Tarzan's sexual virility amongst the treetops could 

certainly be attributed to his identification with the place. Further, with one loud call, he 

can assemble a group of elephants to assist him, or a hippo to carry him out of alligator-

infested water. Additional to narrative assertions about Tarzan's oneness with nature, are 

non-diaJogue scenes that, as Richard Dyer notes, "show him merging with the shapes and 

shadows of the jungle" (157). Whether lying on the jungle floor enmeshed in foliage, or 

amidst the highest of treetops, barely noticeable amongst the vines and branches, Tarzan is 

unmistakably at one with this place. 

Tarzan's whiteness and jungle-ness combine together to place him in the crux of 

the divide between civilization and nature. This positioning presents him as a solution for 

colonial guilt. Raised by apes and identified with animals and the jungle, Tarzan is also in 

control of the place, summoning animals to do his bidding (even in the run of his hilltop 

house, where elephants operate the elevator and monkeys operate the ceiling fan) and 

killing those who threaten his life or the lives of his family. Also, he is decidedly not a 

native person: he does not live amongst natives, he often attacks the "bad" ones (often 

portrayed as cannibals or those who hurt humans for some kind of religious purpose), and 

is always "physically, mentally and morally their superior" (Dyer 157). Bodybuilders and 

athletes portrayed Tarzan in the films, which according to Dyer, exacerbates the 

identification with whiteness because these "sport- or gym-created" bodies are identified 
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with the Greek and Roman ideals of male bodies. Greek and Roman bodies, as symbols of 

those civilizations, are tropes for the beginning of civilization as a whole, so Tarzan's body 

as reminiscent of that, stands for "man" at the verge of civilization. So this white man, in 

harmony with nature, is also king of it. As Dyer claims, "the white man can be king of the 

jungle without loss of oneness with it" (158). This control of, but kinship with, nature, 

fulfills the longing on colonialists' part for the natural world they helped to destroy. 

Tarzan assuages the guilt of colonial expansion in what Dyer terms "an imaginary 

reconciliation between the enjoyment of colonial power and the ecological price of 

colonialism" (158). 

As 1 mentioned earlier, Tarzan's placement between animals and humans, and 

between whites and natives, makes him a de facto cross-species, cross-race being. This not 

only makes his biological reproduction problematic, but also makes his relationship to 

civilization difficult. The films curiously play with the notion that environment can 

influence heredity, first through Tarzan's move from whiteness to mixed-ness, and then 

through Boy's similar journey. Throughout the films, both Jane and Boy are lured by the 

promises of civilization, yet Tarzan remains steadfastly loyal to his jungle home. When 

Boy becomes enamored with Jane's tales of civilization in Tarzan's Secret Treasure 

(henceforth Treasure), the thought of seeing radios, money, and airplanes sends Boy off 

packing in the middle of the night, leaving a note-"Gone to see civilization; back 

tomorrow." When some white anthropologists appear where Boy has been staying, he 

shows them the gold he found in the escarpment and asks them to bring him to 



civilization. Per usual, they are captured by "bad" natives and subsequently rescued by 

Tarzan, and seemingly Boy is content to stay home. Boy's status is interesting here, 

because he is actually a biological cousin to Tarzan (Boy's biological father is Greystoke's 

nephew), and appears in Tarzan's land just as Tarzan did-by accident, and with both 

parents killed. The difference is that Boy is raised by Tarzan, whose vocabulary has begun 

to increase somewhat, and Jane, who is extraordinarily articulate. Tarzan, on the other 

hand, was raised by apes, and does not come by English naturally. If we consider Tarzan's 

new status as a mixed-race, mixed-species being, and Jane's excessive whiteness, and the 

movie's attempt to legitimize these shifts through environmental hereditary change, then 

we can consider Boy's identity as mixed-race, also. Via foster parents Boy is a mixed-race 

child like Tarzan yet his ties to civilization are stronger than Tarzan's. Summarily, Boy can 

pass for white or for this new brand of Tarzan-species in a way that Tarzan never can. 

And despite the fact that Tarzan's whiteness is continuously underscored in the films' 

dialogues, he is decidedly less white than Jane, and even than Boy. It is Tarzan's native-

ness/cross-species-ness that clouds his whiteness, which puts him at odds with humans and 

makes the jungle his permanent home. 

Clearly, even though the word "eugenics" never enters into the dialogues in 

Frankenstein, Bride of Frankenstein, Freaks, or the Tarzan series, the issue of 

reproductive control, and the delineation of those who deserve to reproduce, figure 

prominently. Tarzan's new hereditary status as a cross-species makes him an undesired 

breeder, freaks, as a whole, appear as a sexually unsavory lot which makes their 
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reproduction figure as just as unappealing, and the Monster realizes his status as the 

unwanted relative makes him undeserving to reproduce. These films, whose allusions to 

eugenics are, I have shown, implicit yet not explicit about eugenics, were distributed 

simultaneously with the films discussed earlier which romanticize love and decry eugenics 

as a barrier to such liaisons. The implicit eugenics films work at seemingly cross-purposes 

to the explicit critique of eugenics in the films I discussed earlier in the chapter. These 

cross-purposes are attributed to the amorphousness of hegemony, in which contradictory 

responses to dominant discourses occur simultaneously. These contradictions are also 

explained by the pity/control double discourse in which overt reproductive control (as 

figured in the explicit eugenics critique films) does not fit with liberal pity discourse, but 

subtle reproductive control (as in the implicit eugenics films) participates completely in the 

sympathetic/scary Monster aspect of liberal empathy. 

This concurrent distribution of these kinds of films suggests that, leaving out the 

dirty word "eugenics," the legacy of eugenics in film is precisely the ideological 

framework of the practice and philosophy of eugenics-that some deserve to reproduce 

while others do not. Interestingly, the films that more explicitly depict eugenic practices do 

not approach the issue of race and reproduction,*" nor do they focus singularly on the role 

of sexuality in reproduction. However, in the Frankenstein films. Freaks, and the Tarzan 

series, these references to race and sexuality are overt. Here, then, lies the real legacy of 

eugenics, which develops into serious and problematic representations about the parenting 

of blacks (and other races), non-procreative sexuality, and cross-race reproduction. As it 



will become clear throughout the rest of this study, these effects are long-lasting in 

Hollywood film. This narrative line about who is deserving to reproduce, coupled with a 

Depression-era (and continuing) elevation of the white, heterosexual, nuclear family 

becomes the fulcrum upon which representations of parenting and reproduction rest, and 

continue to do so. 
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Chapter 2: "Parents With an Asterisk": Black Parenting and its Relationship to White 

Color-Blindness 

On December 29, 1998, Donna Fasano, a white woman from Staten Island, gave 

birth to twins-one black and one white.'*® Fasano's pregnancy was the result of in vitro 

fertilization, and the twin's differing races was the result of a clinical error in which 

fertilized embryos of both the Fasanos and the Rogers (a black couple also undergoing an 

IVF procedure the same day as the Fasanos) were inserted into Donna Fasano. The white 

twin was named Vincent and the black one was named Joseph and the two remained with 

the Fasanos until they were five months old, at which point the Fasanos relinquished 

custody of Joseph to the Rogers, Joseph's biological parents."^ But Joseph (renamed Akeil 

by the Rogers) was not relinquished fully; the Fasanos asked that the Rogers sign a 

lengthy visitation agreement in exchange for custody of Akeil-an agreement that has been 

the source of a series of lawsuits between the two families. In a Dateline NBC interview 

(2/22/00), the Rogers confirm that they feel like what Jane Pauley calls "parents with an 

asterisk"-that they were never allowed to be Akeil's parents folly because they were 

forced through this agreement to drop Akeil off every other weekend for sleep-overs and 

for holidays. Even after a court order modified the visitations, there are court-ordered 

visitations nonetheless. The Rogers are Akeil's parents, but the courts assume that the 

Fasanos are, too. 

In both the Dateline NBC interview with the Rogers and the 20/20 interview with 



the Fasanos (aired a week after the Rogers interview, on 3/3/00), the undercurrent of race 

relations ran strong, particularly in non-interview scenes. In these scenes, a clear 

distinction is made between what is perceived as the Rogers' black consciousness and the 

Fasanos' color-blindness. The Rogers are depicted as wrongly focused exclusively on 

blackness while the Fasanos are valorized as not caring about race. Scenes in the Rogers 

interview (which is sympathetic to the Rogers overall) focused on blackness; black hair 

care products, baby books with black babies on the cover, and the fact that they changed 

Joseph's name to Akeil.'*^ Similar scenes in the Fasano interview focus predominately on 

the happy co-existence of blacks and whites: a shot of a pair of toy cars, one driven by a 

white doll and the other by a black one, two shots of a Hummell-like figurine with a black 

boy and white boy standing together singing from a songsheet entitled "Perfect Harmony." 

This racial harmony theme is underscored by Donna Fasano's statement that she can give 

Akeil something the Rogers cannot; "an environment where he can see that it doesn't 

matter what color you are. Why can't you love somebody that's a different color than you 

are? Why can't the two boys love each other? They shared a very, very small space." In 

fact. Donna Fasano appears so convinced that her home situation would be more ideal 

than the Rogers' that she never acknowledges Akeil's new life. She never refers to him as 

Akeil-she continuously calls him Joseph both in the interview and, according to the 

Rogers, during her visitations with him. Further, she still considers herself his mother 

although she did acknowledge, in a press conference, that Debbie Rogers is his "other 

mother." She referred to herself as "Momma" in front of the Rogers at the first visitation. 



Debbie Rogers, by contrast, who portrays herself as simply trying to make a family with 

her son, is depicted as someone who is cutting off relations with the Fasanos, presumably 

because they are white. 

I begin with this account because the intersection of racial politics and 

reproductive technologies within it fascinates me. It does so because, when a black couple 

is finally featured in the media as having access to reproductive technologies, it is only as 

parents whose family life is regulated by the legal system and by white folks-as "parents 

with an asterisk." This story also intrigues me because the Rogers, by all accounts, seem 

the very idea of "family values"-they live in the suburbs, are professionals, and are married 

(read; heterosexual); and yet their attempts to make a family with Akeil continue to be 

mediated forcefully through a relationship with the white Fasanos. This story has 

everything to do with race, particularly when viewed as part of a long-standing American 

history of regulating, monitoring, and judging the formation of black families. In addition, 

because the Rogers do not fit many stereotypes of the black family (they are not poor, 

don't abuse welfare or illegal drugs, nor is Debbie a single mother, for example), it is their 

very consciousness as blacks that is attacked in these television representations. In other 

words, their depicted lack of color-blindness makes them "bad" parents, and justifies the 

consistent intervention of the color-blind Fasanos. Color-blindness, then, works as the 

liberal pity axis while black consciousness as racism justifies reproductive control within 

the pity/control double discourse described in this book. Later, I will re-visit these 

television interviews as I elaborate upon a long-standing representational strategy that de
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values black mothers by depicting them as ineffective as a result of their black 

consciousness, in whatever way that consciousness might take place historically. 

This chapter examines both some passing films of the 1940s and 50s and 

contemporary representations of race and reproductive technologies to elaborate the ways 

in which the black mother is depicted as woefully inadequate and also to trace the ways in 

which the passing black woman and the raced progeny via reproductive technologies 

operate as modern forms of the monster. As in the previous chapter, these monstrous 

children are both pitied and elicit attempts at reproductive control, in these cases by the 

intervention of a white mother. The intervention works because the white mother stands in 

for liberal color-blindness, which at once justifies the intervention but still leaves room for 

empathy for the monstrous. For example, as a mammy figure, the black woman in the 

passing films can act as a stand-in for the white biological mother, but as a mother (or 

grandmother, in the case of Pinky [1949]) to her own children, she always falls short. She 

cannot convince the passing daughter to embrace her blackness without the interference of 

the white mother. Ironically, this color-blind white interference sometimes enables a black 

consciousness to develop, and sometimes allows the passing to continue. Further, in these 

films there is always a white mother (or white mother-figure) to whom the black mother is 

compared and also with whom the black mother must form a relationship in an effort to 

parent her children. In the one exception, Made In America (1993), the black mother 

Sarah Mathews' (Whoopi Goldberg's) character lacks a white mother foil so Sarah's 

Afro-centrism is dismantled by Hal Jackson (Ted Danson), a boozy, sleazy white used car 
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salesman with whom Sarah eventually falls in love. Not only does her Afro-centrism get 

debunked by Jackson in his words to her, but the narrative's insistence that the two 

become lovers, and form a de facto family with Sarah's daughter, turns Sarah's former 

insistence that she date only black men into a parody. Rather than having to negotiate with 

a white family, as in the case of the other films examined, Sarah forms a family with the 

white color-blind man who ridicules her black consciousness. 

What the history of white intervention into black parenting tells us, and what 

contemporary representations underscore, is that American culture doesn't always 

approve of black families, and, more importantly, black sexuality. As discussed in the last 

chapter, according to eugenic thought, if blackness and poverty were considered to be 

genetically linked, and poverty was bad for families, then the attempt to regulate black 

family-making (and black sexuality) was scientifically justified. But this policing of black 

sexuality goes farther back than the rise of eugenics-it is found significantly in the 

chronicles of early America, in the careful regulation of relations amongst and with slaves. 

What this history also tells us is that the representational power of the Rogers and 

Fasano interviews lies in its resonance with well-worn tropes about blackness, particularly 

black mothers. This chapter looks specifically at representations of white-black family 

relations and of reproductive technologies where race plays a large narrative role 

{Imitation of Life [1934 and 1959], Pinky [1949], Losing Isaiah [ 1995], Made In America 

[1993], Jurassic Park [1993], The Lost World [ 1997], and the Fasano and Rogers 

interviews [2000]), in which black mothers are never allowed to be fully mothers-they are 
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interfered with by white mothers, white fathers and white-identified ideological 

institutions, including heteronormativity /' In some of the films, the black children are 

characterized as more effectively parented by whites; in others, they become the reason for 

forced heterosexual coupling. In either instance, the legacy of white intervention into black 

sexual and reproductive lives remains steadfast, and continuously underscored in 

representational strategies. 

For example, part of my argument here is that white color-blindness is almost 

universally heralded in these films, from the post-war period to the present (except for the 

civil-rights era), which echoes a strong sentiment in American culture during that time. 

Especially since the post-civil rights era, but most glaringly since the 1970s, US culture 

has increasingly re-labeled racial struggles as clamors for "preferential treatment" (Omi 

and Winant 117) and adhered to a neoconservative political ideology (most notably in the 

Reagan/Bush, and now the Junior Bush, administrations). This ideology states that the US 

is an egalitarian society and that US policies should be "color blind" in their execution. 

This is the rhetoric that ensured the dismantling of affirmative action, and led to a view 

holding that if blacks claimed inequity, the blame was theirs.'" With this deft move, whites 

could claim that white racism was dead, as the term "color-blind" insinuates, and black 

racism (or Afi-o-centrism) was what was holding blacks back. This deflection of racism 

onto the oppressed group itself is the process by which, in some of the representations 

discussed in this chapter, black characters become the racists, or too race-conscious, and 

suffer for this "racism"-heartbreak and death, an inability to parent, or ridiculing of a race-



conscious life. 

The historical relationship between whites and black babies 

US regulation of black reproduction is long-standing and egregious. Dorothy 

Roberts describes how black women slaves' sexual encounters were highly controlled by 

their owners so that resuhing children would replenish the owner's labor force (slave 

women's children legally belonged to the slave owner as early as conception). Either by 

raping the slave women himself, or arranging marriages or sexual liaisons between the 

slave women and male slaves, the slave owner completely regulated the women slaves' 

child-bearing. Roberts also describes incidences of sterilization abuse, when involuntary 

sterilization programs were disproportionately enacted on black women. She also 

delineates contraceptive abuse, when black women on social services were coerced to 

have Norplant inserted and were then not allowed to have it removed, or to get Depo-

Provera shots at great immunological risk. Further, Roberts reports how black women 

who have histories of crack cocaine use are criminalized if they use the drug while 

pregnant. Roughly 70 per cent of cases with charges of distributing drugs to a minor, child 

abuse and neglect, reckless endangemient, manslaughter, and assault with a deadly 

weapon are brought against black women. 

The large numbers of mixed-race children born under slavery provided a particular 

legal conundrum. The law stipulated that conditions of slavery were to descend through 

the matrilineal line, so if a child's mother was a slave, regardless of who the father was. 
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the child would be considered a slave. Yet not all these mixed-race children had slave 

mothers. Martha Hodes, in White Women, Black Men, records the social ramifications of 

relationships in America between white women and black men, both before abolition and 

after. Particularly pre-abolition, Hodes finds, the most perplexing problem of the children 

produced within these relationships was the confusion it created in categories of slavery 

and freedom. Up until 1681 in Maryland, for example, as soon as a white woman married 

a slave, she was considered a slave as were their children. When it became clear that some 

slave owners were arranging marriages between their slave men and their white servant 

women (who did not enjoy much more freedom than the slaves in terms of social position 

and control over one's life) to increase their slave population, the law was changed to 

keep the white servant women's status as "free" even in marriage to a slave. Nevertheless, 

blackness and slavery became synonymous, and the existence of free people of color 

confounded this social categorization. Crises arose about their right to inherit property, for 

example. After abolition, when a concerted effort was made to reassert control over 

middle- and upper-class white women, black men were habitually accused of raping white 

women and were largely characterized as sexually dangerous. A renewed rise in lynchings 

and KKK activity occurred which were justified by claims that the lynched black men had 

been sexually suggestive, posed a sexual threat, or raped a white woman. Hodes makes 

clear that the stereotype of the lascivious, irrepressible, and sexually dangerous black man 

came about after emancipation, at a time when it became necessary, in the re-building of 

the South and the establishment of its own regionalism/nationalism, to control the 
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sexuality of white women. 

The birth of black babies to white women is recorded at least as far back as 

Hippocrates' time (c. 400 BCE), when he testified at a princess' adultery trial that her 

black baby was the result of maternal impressions-this time caused by the princess' gazing 

at a portrait of a Moor at the foot of her bed while conceiving the child with her husband 

(Huet 22-3, 33). Though this explanation speaks volumes to the amount of power given to 

images at the time, it also speaks to the assumption that a black-looking baby signified 

adultery or rape—not as the result of black ancestors. Black and white twins stories also 

find their way into medical texts, again with adultery or rape as the explanation. In 1810, 

John Archer (the first doctor to receive an MD in the US) describes how a white woman 

had sex with a black man and a white man within a short time and subsequently gave birth 

to twins-one black, and one white (Williams). Dr. J.W. Underbill, in a talk to the 

Cincinnati Obstetrical Society on November 14, 1878, describes a case in 1714 when a 

white woman of Charleston, South Carolina, delivered a white and black twin. Her 

explanation of the event, in Underbill's words, were "that a colored man had entered her 

room just after she had enjoyed the embraces of her husband, and by threats accomplished 

his purpose" (106)." Because these white women were characterized as victims, of the 

power of imagery or of a black rapist, affords them the opportunity to remain blameless, 

especially in a culture that demanded that white women preserve the race. 

This attention to preserving the white race in the late 19"* century manifested in a 

pressure on white women to produce white children as a form of national duty. Louise 
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Newman writes about racial issues in the early feminist movements in the US, and notes 

that as US colonial projects grew in the late 1880s through 1910s, societal views toward 

white women radically changed. From a position of inferiority because they were thought 

to hold back the progress of white civilization, white women were now considered 

"conservators of the race." Such was this duty, that white women were held accountable 

for any non-white babies that they bore, usually under threat of divorce. Newman 

describes a tum-of-the-century postcard, entitled "A Divorce Reason," in which a white 

couple is depicted at the marriage alienist's office, their black servant holding a black 

baby. The white wife is crying, and the white husband is pointing to the child. This 

postcard attests to white men's fear at the time of being deceived by white-looking 

women, or white women with black ancestors, into "propagating a black race" (37). 

Newman offers two possibilities for interpretation-either the wife committed adultery with 

a black man or one of them has black ancestry that has been kept hidden. She reports that 

contemporary viewers of the postcard have had two different interpretations, generally 

falling within racial identity: white viewers attribute the wife's tears to admission of guilt 

for her adultery, and black viewers attribute her tears to her shame in the exposure of her 

black racial heritage. Interestingly, Newman notes that none of her viewers mention the 

husband's black racial heritage as the cause of the baby's race, though those viewers admit 

that interpretation is possible after Newman's suggestion. Clearly, then, most viewers hold 

the woman responsible for the birth of the black child. Despite the pressure on white 

women to bear adequate numbers of white children, white men were free to cross the 
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color line sexually, and, in fact, black feminists at the turn of the century protested the 

ways in which white culture sexualized and victimized them. They pointed out how the 

ideology of true womanhood made non-white women "incapable of chastity, purity, and 

moral virtue" (Newman 6). Contemporary representational tropes of black women-over-

sexualized and involved in welfare fraud-indicate that the stark division between white and 

black women remains entrenched, particularly in the realm of reproduction. As Newman 

notes, even though the status of white women as conservators of the race is no longer 

discursively prominent, the legacy of such evolutionist discourse remains. The pressure on 

white women to reproduce(and to mother "properly") has also produced a concerted 

effort to reduce the reproduction of black women." 

Three films from before World War 11 to the post-war period represent black 

maternity as ineffective, counterposed to the white women characters' color-blindness, 

and the relationship both races have to passing as white: both versions of Imitation of Life 

(1934, 1959), and Pinky (1949). As Miriam J. Petty observes, particularly in the case of 

Pinky, racial hybrid figures are monsters as well as victims; their light skin is deceptive and 

therefore potentially fi-audulent as well as grotesque." Though the ineffective black 

mothers elicit sympathy, so, too, do those who pass, just as Frankenstein's monster 

evokes pity. Despite where the liberal sympathy lies, ultimately the white mothers are the 

ones to determine the fate of the passing-though they receive little empathy, they are still 

the ones in control of the narrative. 
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In John Stahl's 1934 version of Imitation of Life, Peola (Fredi Washington) and 

her mother, Delilah (Louise Beavers) come to live with Bea (Claudette Colbert) and Jessie 

(Rochelle Hudson) Pullman after mistakenly reading the address on a help-wanted 

advertisement. Bea, recently widowed and trying to keep up her husband's pancake syrup 

business, is persuaded by Delilah to let Delilah and Peola live there so that Delilah can act 

as Bea's maid and Jessie's caretaker. Delilah is even willing to be unpaid for her services. 

Meanwhile, Peola is passing for white, much to Delilah's sadness. Peola wants more in her 

life than Delilah's servitude, and Delilah wants Peola to accept her blackness. Eventually, 

Bea achieves great success by capitalizing on Delilah's family's pancake batter recipe, and 

largely ignores her daughter while Delilah continues to have trouble with Peola. 

Delilah is completely incapable of getting Peola to be resigned to her blackness, 

which leads to Peola leaving Delilah with no communication. This painful separation 

ultimately leads to Delilah's death. Returning for her mother's elaborate funeral, Peola 

chooses to sit in the front of the limousine, next to the driver as her mother had done, and 

goes back to her black college in the south after the ftineral. It seems that Peola's 

consciousness, or acknowledgment of, her blackness, is manifest in her choice to sit in the 

traditional servant's seat, and in her choice to go back to her college. Though Peola's 

blackness happens only at the death of Delilah's, she nonetheless accepts her blackness. 

Her blackness, however, is manifest in the "bettering" oneself paradigm in which going to 

college would enable Peola to have more options in employment than Delilah. Though this 

would be Delilah's dream for Peola, it only comes about through Delilah's death. 



In Pinky, the road to black consciousness is through a white institution. Pinky 

Johnson (Jeanne Grain) returns to her grandmother. Dicey (Ethel Waters), after finishing 

nursing school (and to run away from the white doctor, Tom [William Lundigan], who 

loves her). As the story unfolds, it becomes clear that Pinky has been passing for white 

while she has been away. Dicey tries to convince Pinky to stay there and open a "Negro 

Nursing College" so that other young black women can benefit from the advantages that 

Pinky has had. Pinky, after a series of run-ins with racist culture, exacerbated by her being 

known as black, decides to go back "up North," presumably where she can pass for white. 

After Miss Em (Ethel Barrymore), the old Southern aristocrat who lives in the declining 

plantation house near Dicey's shack, takes ill. Dicey convinces Pinky to move into the 

house and care for Miss Em, who over the years has become Dicey's friend. Miss Em and 

Pinky learn to care for each other, and, when Miss Em finally dies, she leaves her house 

and property to Pinky in her will. The will is contested by Miss Em's cousin, yet Pinky 

ultimately wins the case and decides to stay, turning the home into a clinic and nursing 

school for the area's poor blacks. 

Pinky is at first glance a liberal film, particularly in the court's resolution that Pinky 

is legally eligible to inherit Miss Em's property, but it contains within it some conservative 

narratives. As Elspeth kydd points out, the use of white actor Jeanne Grain to play Pinky 

ultimately absents the film's own narrative subject. By portraying Pinky as a victim of 

racist intolerance, the liberal viewer can identify with Pinky's plight of racial suffering. 

Yet, Grain is white and so this identificatory process occurs through Grain's whiteness. 



Pinky the mulatto is evident in the words, but they are spoken by a white woman whose 

whiteness drives the identification—the threat of police arrest, of rape, of racial humiliation. 

Further, as Petty suggests, Pinky is coded as a racially hybrid monster. Clues to this 

characterization are given by elements of horror films found in this social problem film; 

often Pinky is seen walking in misty, eerie deserted roads, past graveyards, she has 

Hitchcock-like nightmares. In tandem with her monstrosity is her ability to elicit pity 

which comes about most strikingly in her victimization. Though this happens throughout 

the film, the scene in which she is harassed by white men make the point rather well. At 

first thinking they are seeing a white women walking alone at night in the black section of 

town, the men chide her for being alone. When she informs them that she lives there, 

which reveals her blackness, the men run after her and inspect her lasciviously. At once a 

pin-up girl and a woman being sold at a slave auction. Petty points out. Pinky is a victim 

but she is also grotesque as a hybrid-the men do not know if they should rape her or 

admire her. Ultimately, Pinky's hybridity is resolved as she decides to stay and identify 

with her black community, though that decision is fostered by white Miss Em and not 

Dicey. Miss Em has the resources to control Pinky's future, but during their long talks she 

also persuades Pinky to be true to herself and not to pretend-something Dicey has been 

lecturing Pinky about since her return. Ultimately it is Miss Em that persuades Pinky to 

stay in her community-to embrace a black consciousness-not Dicey. 

In 1959, Douglas Sirk released his re-make of Imitation of Life. Here, Bea is 

turned into Lora Meredith (Lana Turner), aspiring actress and mother to Susie (Sandra 



Dee). Delilah becomes Annie Johnson (Juanita Moore) who, with her daughter Sarah Jane 

(Susan Kohner), find a lost Susie on the beach. Annie convinces Lora to give her and 

Sarah Jane a room in exchange for letting her take care of Lora and Susie. This version of 

the story follows Lora's career as she becomes a famous actress, at the expense of 

fostering a relationship with her daughter, and as Sarah Jane becomes deeply invested in 

passing for white. Sarah Jane's passing becomes the heartbreak that eventually kills Annie, 

as in the 1934 version, but the funeral scene is interestingly different. Annie's casket is 

literally draped in white flowers and placed in a white carriage drawn by white horses. 

After Sarah Jane's recognition of her mother, she climbs into the car with Lora, Susie and 

Steve Archer (John Gavin), Lora's (and Susie's) love interest, and rests her head on 

Lora's shoulder. Lora grasps Susie's hand, and all three fall under the gaze of Steve 

(Doane 243). As Mary Ann Doane points out, with Steve's approving and paternalistic 

gaze set on the trio, the "family regains its tenuous composure and the authority of his 

gaze lends meaning to the scene" (243-4). That his gaze is presented as race-less (beyond 

racial identity), Doane points out, gives him the utmost authority. In his color-blind 

heterosexual family, Sarah Jane does not ride in front like a servant, but in back as a 

member of the family. 

Lora's refusal to see color (yet all the while living in its racist assumptions) holds 

real narrative power as well. After Sarah Jane is "outed" at school by her mother's visit to 

bring her lunch, Lora tells Sarah Jane that "it doesn't matter to us-we love you no matter 

what," at once recognizing and dismissing Sarah Jane's color and her desire to be white. 



When an older Sarah Jane mimics a stereotypical black slave, claiming to be "acting 

colored," Lora tells her that she was not being colored, just rude. Here, Lora as white 

woman and employer has the power to define "colored" even if she mis-recognizes it. She 

claims the power to name what "colored" is but at the same time refuses to name it-she is 

steadfast in her resolve to be color-blind, but only because she has the power to do so. 

Annie, on the other hand, sees color because that is all she can see, and dies a 

heartbreaking death from her daughter's abandonment as a result. Sarah Jane's only claim 

to blackness comes in her mother's death, moments before she becomes a member of the 

white Meredith family. She can safely acknowledge her blackness because she will be able 

to shed it in favor of whiteness in a matter of minutes; yet she can only shed it because 

Lora is so determined not to see it. Otherwise this de facto white family would not work. 

The dangers of color-blind thinking 

As is dramatically conveyed in Sirk's Imitation of Life, a particular shift was 

underway in post-war America, an important one to discuss in terms of the tropes at work 

in the television interviews with the Fasanos and the Rogers. This shift, referred to as the 

"white liberal's retreat"''' from race, describes a period in which white liberals, formerly 

committed to the civil rights movements, began to feel uneasy about the rise of black 

nationalism and about increasing racial tensions and violence. Northerners realized that 

there was a difference between fighting against racism somewhere else and seeing it in 

themselves when school de-segregation came to their cities. What they once agreed to 



politically and personally began to make these liberals worried about the violent upswings 

that occurred as a part of civil rights activism. In 1960% Atlantic Monthly & columnist 

Murray Friedman's words, "to the Negro demand for 'now,' to which the Deep South has 

replied 'never,' many liberal whites are increasingly responding 'later'" (46). Believing 

that societal change should assist everyone (and therefore not occur as a result of 

"tokenism"), white liberals put their support behind programs that would eliminate 

poverty and unemployment generally. In this way, blacks were asked to forgo their race-

specific political demands in favor of broader reforms that would supposedly, but not 

exclusively help blacks. This erasure of racial issues rendered race invisible in a way that is 

almost more insidious than outright racism. By refusing to see race, in adopting a position 

of color-blindness, liberals effectively wiped race off the agenda. 

Lora Meredith is the stereotypical color-blind liberal. Consistently throughout the 

film, she tells Sarah Jane that her focus on race is missing the point, that she loves Sarah 

Jane no matter what color she is, and in the classic scene outlined above, re-names 

stereotypical "Colored" behavior as rude behavior. Lora does not want Sarah Jane to label 

her "I fixed y'all a mess o' crawdads" comment as "Colored" because that would mean 

that there is such a thing as being "colored." Far from a stance on subject formation, 

Lora's insistence that Sarah Jane's behavior was simply rude is her desperate attempt to 

erase race from the situation, to characterize Sarah Jane's uppity behavior in front of 

guests as rude rather than as her race-conscious reaction to being asked to serve them. 

And this is the real danger-at a time when Sarah Jane is trying to understand the reality 



that race plays in her life (and her attempt to point out the real race relations that exist in 

Lora's home), Lora swiftly diminishes race as a viable entity, thereby proving that Sarah 

Jane's confijsion over her black identity is warranted. Lora's color-blindness, almost 

inextricable from her (blonde) ambition, justifies all the reasons why Sarah Jane feels she 

needs to pass. 

Ruth Frankenberg's work on color-blindness in white women underscores this 

point well. Frankenberg calls color-blindness a "double move toward 'color evasiveness' 

and 'power evasiveness'" (14), wherein those who claim to be color-blind are in actuality 

refusing to see color (rather than not being physiologically able to see it) and to see the 

connections to subordination that adopting a color-blind position might entail. Advocates 

of color-blindness assert that all humans are the same and therefore have the same chances 

at success in the U.S., so that achievement is an individual responsibility, and a failure to 

do so is the individual's fault. As I discussed earlier, taking a color-blind position, then, 

projects blame onto blacks for their particular circumstances, and absolves whites from 

examining institutional social problems that inculcate and perpetuate the intersections of 

race with poverty, addiction, and poor health (among others). 

Kimberle Williams Crenshaw points out the serious dangers of color-blindness as it 

pertains to legal decisions in Richmond v. Croson (1989) and Plessy v. Ferguson (1896). 

In Croson, the Supreme Court struck down a Richmond city council proposal for an 

affirmative action program in which the percentage of city contracts awarded to minority-

owned businesses would increase fi*om less than one percent to 30 percent (based on the 



black population in Richmond as being 50 percent of the total population). This Supreme 

Court decision was based on the notion that race was simply defined as skin color 

(without the social ramifications) and that no government should make a decision based 

on skin color. Further, disparities in minority contractor-hiring was said to not necessarily 

be the result of discrimination. 

The 1896 Plessy case was the result of a claim by Homer Plessy, defined by his 

home state of Louisiana as an octoroon, that the race classification statute both deprived 

him of equal protection and was unconstitutional because it segregated those defined as 

blacks from those defined as whites. The statute was upheld by the Supreme Court, stating 

that segregation on railroad cars was formally (symmetrically) equal-whites were denied 

access to black cars as well as blacks being denied access to white cars. Any material 

consequences of segregation (hot, noisy cars for blacks) was considered non-juridical and 

therefore unprotected. This kind of thinking, what Crenshaw calls "racial marketplace 

ideology," prevents the state from interfering in redistributing racial value-it would 

constitute unjust tampering with the market. According to this model, if blacks want social 

equality, they have to get it for themselves. Further, the kind of color-blind justice applied 

in these two cases, almost one hundred years apart, indicates the serious kind of danger 

presented by these two Supreme Court decisions. Racial equality becomes a formal 

issue-one devoid of historical, political, or economic context. In Crenshaw's words, "the 

different meanings and experiences of whiteness and blackness are completely erased, with 

the categories formally construed to represent an ahistorical essential view of skin color" 



85 

(285). 

Color-blindness, then, in these instances, did nothing more than reproduce and 

substantiate racial power disparity. Both Howard Winant (1997) and Stephen Steinberg 

agree, claiming that color-blindness as a refusal to see race (obscured within liberalism) 

consigns blacks to a politically invisible place (Steinberg) and that color-blindness 

perpetuates white supremacy and reinforces individualism ("opportunity, not entitlement" 

[107]) as the national ideology (Winant). By reducing institutional racism to a question of 

personal commitment to success, those who espouse color-blindness as a national virtue 

both erase claims of racial injustice and reinforce a racist societal structure. And, as 

Winant makes clear, such moves su stain white supremacy by turning claims of racial 

injustice into the complaints of a social inferior. In this same vein, black consciousness also 

becomes suspect, because it does not readily co-exist with color-blind ideology and 

because it points to structural problems within color-blindness. The films and television 

representations of race-based narratives discussed focus on this dichotomy-color

blindness versus color consciousness-and the Fasano/Rogers interviews were no 

exception. 

When Donna Fasano claims that she can give Akeil "an environment where he can 

see that it doesn't matter what color you are," she is attempting to demonstrate her ability 

to love this child across color lines. This valorization of, and testimony to, color-blindness, 

becomes the route by which Donna Fasano gets media sympathy and also becomes an 

indictment of the Rogers' black consciousness. Donna's question, "why can't the two 



boys love each other?" insinuates that the Rogers do not believe the boys can love each 

other across color lines, presumably because the Rogers' color consciousness prevents 

them from making the "right" choice to continue to foster a closeness between Vincent 

and Akeil. As mentioned previously, nowhere is the distinction between color-blindness 

and color consciousness more strongly characterized than in the cut-away scenes in both 

interviews. In Jane Pauley's interview with the Rogers, these shots underscore their 

blackness, particularly Akeil's. Over Pauley's narration about the name change from 

Joseph to Akeil, shots of black hair care products amongst other baby paraphernalia is 

shown. At another point, the camera pans past baby books with black babies on the cover, 

right before a shot of one of Akeil's drawings-made with rainbow colors (itself a marker 

of multiculturalism rather than color-blindness). During a conversation about whether 

Vincent is Akeil's brother and/or twin, a shot of a pair of white and of black shoes closes 

in on the white pair, clearly standing in for Vincent. Arguably, these shots stand in for the 

babies themselves, because the Rogers did not allow Akeil to be photographed for the 

interview, but the decision to use "black" products as a stand-in for Akeil (and white ones 

for Vincent) is telling. The emphasis on blackness as the only marker for Akeil's missing 

body not only marks the Rogers, but also the producers of Dateline NBC as color 

conscious. The thought that these items were deemed appropriate to represent Akeil 

indicates an unwillingness to see beyond color lines themselves." 

That Dateline chose to represent the babies by focusing on their race is of 

particular interest in light of Mary Ann Doane's discussion of the contradiction between 



87 

invisibility and visibility in the historical representation of blacks. In "Dark Continents: 

Epistemologies of Racial and Sexual Difference in Psychoanalysis and the Cinema," Doane 

points out how blacks in film are at once consigned to the shadows as servants and 

domestics and yet are visually obvious simply because they are of color-or, in her words, 

because they are over-visible.^ Certainly using "black"-oriented products as a stand-in for 

a black body contributes to Akeil's over-visibility. His blackness is entirely the issue, from 

the visual marker of his genetic difference from the Fasanos, to the visual marker of his 

sameness with the Rogers. Genetics notwithstanding, the producers of Dateline are 

saying, Akeil belongs with the Rogers because they are all black-because blackness is so 

over-visible that genetic relatedness becomes a secondary issue. Interestingly, the color 

consciousness of the individuals associated with putting together this episode is displaced 

onto the Rogers because of the supposed lack of bias in news reporting. The choice of 

black products as a stand-in for Akeil's body becomes, to the audience, a reflection of the 

Rogers' beliefs, not that of Dateline. 

By contrast, then, the Fasanos' story on 20/20 should be about whiteness. If the 

Rogers' interview focused on their blackness, which because it is the opposite of color

blindness, delineates color consciousness as racist, the Fasanos' whiteness as color

blindness becomes anti-racism. Also, as Richard Dyer (1993) points out, whiteness lacks 

specificity because it is not particularizing, to the point where whiteness cannot be 

represented. In fact, the Fasanos' whiteness is only represented as a "good" contrast to 

Akeil's and the Rogers' "bad" blackness. Racial harmony cut-away scenes feature black 
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and white doll children together, either racing cars or singing a song titled "Perfect 

Harmony." Donna Fasano consistently talks about the boys by focusing on their sameness 

as over-riding their difference, using their shared gestational experience as the ultimate 

harmonic experience. The Fasanos only relation to color, then, is to admit it exists but then 

immediately to dismiss it as secondary to gestational closeness. In part because their 

whiteness is un-representable, the Fasanos' story consistently speaks of color, but only of 

their inability to see it (or, as Frankenberg rightly points out about color-blindness, their 

unwillingness to see it). This juxtaposition of the color-blind Fasanos with the Rogers 

(who are both discussed by the Fasanos and featured in clips from the Dateline interview), 

characterized as not being able to see beyond color, serves to demonize the Rogers and to 

sanction the Fasanos. 

Contemporary films about reproductive technologies support ideology that 

valorizes white color-blindness. In Losing Isaiah, Made In America, Jurassic Park, and 

The Lost World: Jurassic Park, the facility with which whites parent black children or the 

depiction of heteronormative white families to contrast with other families are used as 

narrative devices to reinforce the virtues of white heteronormative color-blindness, and the 

perils of blacks' focus on color-recognition. Furthermore, these films are indictments of 

non-monogamous family formations and the purpose of these narratives is to fix this idea 

of "appropriate" families as those that are white, color-blind, and compulsorily 

heterosexual. It is no surprise that this stipulation in these films comes after a decade of 

cultural degradation of single-female-headed households of color. Very similar to the 



Fasano/Rogers interviews is Stephen Gyilenhaal's Losing Isaiah (1995). First, the 

similarity of the film's title to the title of the Fasano interview, "Losing Joseph," should 

not be ignored. In this correlation, the Fasanos "lost" Joseph just as the white foster 

mother loses Isaiah to his biological mother. Significantly, the Fasanos are figured as 

losing Joseph rather than returning him, intimating that he was theirs to begin with. It is 

also significant that the baby is called Joseph rather than Akeil, fixing him in time as 

belonging to the Fasanos. Additionally, the title indicates that this is a story from the 

Fasanos' perspective, rather than the Rogers'. 

The case is the same with Isaiah, though both his biological mother and his foster 

mother could claim to have lost Isaiah at various points in the story. In the typical black 

crack-addict mother storyline, Isaiah (Marc John Jefferies) is placed amongst garbage in 

an alley by his mother Khaila Richards (Hallie Berry), so that she can get high. When she 

awakens from her binge, her leaking breasts remind her of her baby, who she cannot find 

after a desperate search (he is found by garbage collectors and taken to a hospital). 

Margaret Lewin (Jessica Lange), the white social worker on duty at the hospital where 

Isaiah is brought, becomes Isaiah's foster mother and eventually adopts him when Khaila 

is not found. Khaila begins a recovery program for her addiction and seeks to overturn the 

adoption of her son. When she wins back her parental rights, and tries to re-establish a 

family with Isaiah, he acts out frequently in response to his separation fi-om the Lewins 

(his "acting out" is falsely characterized as the result of his being a "crack baby""). 

Eventually, Khaila calls Margaret and asks her to engage in some kind of co-parenting 



arrangement for Isaiah's sake. The final scene shows the three of them building houses out 

of blocks together at Isaiah's school. 

Several similarities with the Fasano/Rogers story can be found in the film, 

particularly in the pitting of white color-blindness against black race consciousness. 

Assumptions about crack addiction in black women notwithstanding, Khaila is depicted as 

an inadequate mother at all stages of her life. Isaiah's cries of hunger drives her to use, she 

forgets about him in the midst of using, and only remembers him when her wet shirt 

awakens her.^^ Later, after her entry into drug recovery and the re-instatement of her 

parental rights, Khaila cannot adequately care for Isaiah simply because he has found 

another mother that he loves and misses. Khaila's narrative redemption is her decision to 

include Margaret in Isaiah's parenting. Khaila's color consciousness comes into play in her 

insistence that Isaiah go to a black school, and remain there even if he ultimately lives with 

Margaret. Further, what our culture assumes about crack addicts-that they are always 

black women and that they endanger their children and their fetuses-and crack babies-that 

they are behavioral nightmares-becomes Khaila's punishment in the narrative. She cannot 

singlehandedly parent Isaiah both because he has formed a serious attachment to 

Margaret, and also because his crack-baby behavior can only be controlled by Margaret. 

In this way, the white mother is more adept than the black mother not only at handling 

parenting in general, but specifically at dealing with the ramifications of "bad" black 

parenting. The narrative leads to the assumption that Khaila's blackness leads her to this 

fate-fighting for her parental rights and fighting to make a family with her son, all in the 



shadow of the overly attached white mother. Her black-consciousness stipulation that 

Isaiah remain in his all-black school is set against what is characterized as a loving decision 

to co-parent with the Lewins. Her insistence on this school, then, is minor in comparison 

to her other decision, thereby narratively minimizing her feeling that going to school with 

other black children is important for Isaiah. 

Throughout the film, black life is portrayed as a drug-infested urbanity that 

neglects the best interests of children. Played against the affluent suburbs of the Lewins' 

home, Khaila's life, even after drug rehab, serves no comparison. She lives with a friend 

named Marie (Joie Susannah Lee),'' another drug addict single mother. Khaila has become 

close to Marie's children and both Marie's ambivalence toward her children and her 

incessant drug use become too much, for Khaila to withstand, she moves into a fairly nice 

apartment but which is still in the projects. The Lewins' home, set on a residential street 

and where everyone has their own room, is figured as the place where kids thrive. In 

Sandra Patton's words, "The broader sociopolitical message [of the film] is that Black 

families have been destroyed by the 'culture of poverty' and their innocent children must 

be saved fi"om the same fate. Salvation and redemption come in the form of White nuclear 

families, possessors of 'family values'" (133), and, I would add, in the form of white 

color-blindness. In fact, the value placed on white color-blindness in the film is 

foreshadowed in a scene when Isaiah's white sister, Hannah Lewin (Daisy Eagan) puts her 

hand in Isaiah's and asks him "What's the difference?" Isaiah responds, "Your hand is 

bigger than mine." As Patton points out, not only does this scene highlight a color-blind 



response (and thereby justify transracial adoptions), but it also represents only a minority 

of the children of color in foster care, silencing those who are old enough to have realized 

that race does matter. The court scene where Khaila seeks to overturn the adoption 

highlights the distinctions drawn in the film between black consciousness and white-

colorblindness, particularly as they come to play with respect to issues concerning 

transracial adoption.®" Khaila's lawyer, Kadar Lewis (Samuel L. Jackson) uses the race 

consistency argument as one of the main reasons that Isaiah should be returned to Khaila; 

"black babies belong with black mothers." Upon Margaret's questioning by Lewis, she 

makes the statement "all you people think about is color." She then makes a distinction 

between race (which she claims is politics) and love (which should supercede politics), 

intimating that black people are so obsessed with politics/color that they sacrifice love in 

the face of color consciousness. Margaret simultaneously valorizes loving beyond color 

and proclaims herself to be the only one capable of it. Margaret's positioning of herself is 

strikingly similar to Donna Fasano's when she states that she can "love somebody that's a 

different color than you are," implying that the Rogers cannot do that. In both cases, the 

white mother declares the black mother incompetent at loving in the "pure" color-blind 

way that Margaret and Donna can. Margaret and Donna render both Khaila and Debbie 

"parents with an asterisk" because their color consciousness politicizes their love. 

Black color consciousness is also denigrated heavily in Made In America (1993). 

Sarah Mathews (Whoopi Goldberg) is a mother who owns a store named the African 

Queen, dresses in traditional African clothing, and is extremely upset to find out that her 



daughter Zora (Nia Long), conceived through alternative insemination, may have been 

conceived with a white man's sperm-Hal Jackson (Ted Danson), a boozy, sleazy car 

salesman. During a high school biology class in which the students are blood typing 

themselves, Zora discovers that she cannot be genetically related to the man she has been 

told was her father. Demanding the truth, Zora finds out that Sarah conceived Zora via the 

use of a sperm bank. Zora, in a quest to find out who the donor is, surreptitiously searches 

the sperm bank's database and finds Hal Jackson listed as her donor. When Hal meets 

Sarah, they immediately dislike each other. Sarah is angry that the donor turned out to be 

white, after she had specifically asked for a black man. Her distaste for white culture is 

clear, and, though it provides narrative tension for the eventual love affair between the 

two of them, whiteness comes to be symbolized by Hal's quasi-cowboy disregard for 

women, especially those with "opinions." As Zora says, "I found my father and he's a 

mean asshole," 

Sarah and Zora's task is to humanize Hal, while Hal's task is to break dovra 

Sarah's color consciousness. Though Hal's whiteness is wholly unlikeable in the 

beginning, he becomes a monogamous, interested father and lover, all accomplished 

through his relationship with Sarah and Zora. It is through them that he "improves," but 

not before ridiculing Sarah when, after touring her store and seeing a "Jesus was a Black 

man" T-shirt, says "hell, at least you've got yourself a point of view." His reduction of the 

importance of questioning the whitening of history to a "point of view" may indeed prove 

why Sarah proclaims in Hal's office after getting drunk, "I don't like white people." 



The undoing of Sarah's black consciousness and Hal's racism is accomplished 

through the redemptive power of family love (and color-blindness) when they form a 

make-shift family with Zora, but color-blindness comes both at the expense of black 

consciousness, and awareness of racism occurs through commodification. Hal somehow 

manages to be color-blind when it comes to parenting (perhaps his pride in, and taking 

genetic credit for, Zora's high intellect and admission to MIT help him overcome the race 

issue), which is juxtaposed to Sarah's issues with race and with white people. She is the 

racist in the film, and the lesson for her is to stop seeing race. The reward is a happy, 

heterosexual multicultural family. But how happy is it? The whole film is a massive 

apologia for American racism, but the only solution to racism presented is the erasure of 

black consciousness. The two most telling scenes both take place in Sarah's store, the 

Afiican Queen. The first scene is a queer denigration of blackness marked as an 

identification with queer white culture. James (Jeffrey Joseph), Sarah's assistant, is seen 

wearing a Silence=Death T-shirt and lip syncing to Judy Garland, coding him as queer. 

When Sarah plays African music, James tells "Miss Thing" that he hates that "horrible 

jungle music." Furthermore, he tells Sarah he should have her crown, because he is the 

"real African queen." A "real Afiican queen," the narrative dictates, wants to have little to 

do with African culture. In this moment, queemess becomes aligned with white culture (in 

the form of white musicals) and blackness is denigrated in the face of white and queer 

color-blindness. The second scene, in which Hal demeans Sarah's "point of view," takes 

place within a different yet still familiar cultural appropriation narrative. Two older white 
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women, looking for wedding presents, get accidentally locked in the store by Sarah. When 

she returns, with Hal, the two women have donned African clothing, in a grand game of 

dress-up. And, in a moment of ultimate appropriation, they buy everything they are 

wearing and a lot of other things they find interesting, all the while apologizing for the 

history of white racism (something they just learned existed by reading the books in the 

store). 

Sarah's fate as a single mother in need of a husband (specifically the biological 

father of her child) is also a significant theme. With her husband dead, Sarah's status as a 

single mother (albeit to an almost-adult child) clearly proves too problematic in the 

"famiIy-values"-conscious 1990s. Not only must Sarah be heterosexually involved, but she 

must fall in love with the man from whom the sperm came, thereby finalizing an originally 

"incomplete" family picture. Whence the sperm goes, there must go the man, according to 

the narrative in play here.^' Ironically, though, despite the obvious mandate about the 

development of their relationship in the film, sex between Sarah and Hal is remarkably un

represented. This is an especially surprising twist given the rather graphic sex seen 

between Hal and his white girlfriend Stacy (Jennifer Tilly), an aerobics instructor who 

bleaches her teeth and owns at least a dozen pairs of white sneakers. To add another ironic 

twist, during the release of this movie, tabloid rumors were circulating wildly that Danson 

and Goldberg were a real-life item, as well. The disjuncture between the believabiJity of 

the couple, both onscreen and off, and the lack of representation of sexual encounters 

between the two indicates the sometime disconnection between compulsory 
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heterosexuality and white color-blindness. In Made In America, color-blindness is the goal 

for the characters but not necessarily for the film, since it has trouble articulating sexual 

relationships between white and black. Heterosexuality is also a goal, but its 

representation is complicated by the shying away from a transracial love affair. 

Nowhere is white color-blind compulsory heterosexuality more heavily endorsed 

than in Steven Spielberg's Jurassic Park (1993) and the sequel The Lost World: Jurassic 

Park (1997). The dinosaurs, hyperfertile and uncontrollable, can be read as stand-ins for 

Third World women, and serve as a foil for the development of the white heterosexual 

family in Jurassic Park.^^ In The Lost World, the white heterosexual family becomes a 

color-blind one. Because Jurassic Park was one of the top-ten-grossing films of all time, it 

would be difficult to overestimate its cultural effects. Its statements about the American 

family, for example, are far-reaching. On the surface, Jurassic Park is certainly about the 

threat monsters pose to the American family by attempting to devour its children. But who 

are these monsters, really? What particular threat are they making to the American family? 

In "Monster Culture (Seven Theses)," Jeffrey Jerome Cohen argues that the monster is a 

cultural body that embodies difference, crosses categories-"a resistant Other" who 

provides both a strict policing of boundaries and a mode of escapism that allows one to 

feel one's own body (through feeling fear and desire). In this way, then, the monster 

comes to embody all the things we want to "try on," but know we cannot "be." What is 

thrilling and unknown about the Other is displaced onto the monster, and becomes so 

close to us that for a short time (the length of the movie, or the time it takes to hear or 
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read a story) the lines drawn between "us" and "them" are purposefully blurred. As 

discussed in the previous chapter, this phenomenon is what helps elicit liberal pity for 

Frankenstein's monster, freaks, and the hybridized Tarzan. Though Frankenstein's 

monster is the only one who kills children, like the dinosaurs, he kills out of frustration for 

being shunned by his family. The dinosaurs, however, are human-killing machines that 

elicit no empathy (until they are recouped in The Lost World as good parents) and only 

horror. 

The Jurassic Park dinosaurs are specific kinds of monsters that resonate concerns 

over uncontrollable breeding. These dinosaurs, created through nebulously-defined genetic 

engineering, are created all female, so that they will not breed and the amusement park will 

remain under control. However, "nature itself compels these dinosaurs to find a way to 

reproduce and the park is immediately out of human control. Not only are the dinosaurs 

both coded as female and indeed are materially female, but they are also standing in for 

racial anxieties. Though the island is set on the fictional Isla Nublar, it is situated 100 miles 

off the coast of Costa Rica. Couple this geographical specificity with a drive for fecundity, 

and Jurassic Park becomes partly a story of overpopulation by Third World women. This 

story is a well-worn one from the 1960s and 1970s, in which matriarchal families in the 

Third World were seen as breeding so much that this overpopulation was seen as a global 

threat to human life (in terms of using global resources, but also in terms of the fear of an 

overpopulating non-white race). Third World women, this overpopulation story narrates, 

cannot help but to breed in out-of-control ways, seeming almost driven to over-reproduce 
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even in times of scarcity. This narrative resonates domestically with the one about welfare 

queens, who are described as women of color who continuously have babies to increase 

their welfare benefits, and are therefore reproducing wildly. 

The other side of the family coin includes paleontologist Alan Grant (Sam Neill) 

and his girlfriend paleobotanist Ellie Sattler (Laura Dern). From the onset of the film, we 

see clearly that Alan does not like kids, while Ellie does. In the second scene of the film, at 

Alan and Ellie's dig, Alan is trying to scare a child by telling grisly tales of dinosaur 

killings (foreshadowing the hunting of children by velociraptors later in the film). Believing 

children to be messy, expensive, and malodorous, Alan is mystified that Ellie would want a 

child. Alan metamorphoses into a family man under the influence of his interaction with 

two children he rescues from the marauding dinosaurs; Lex (Ariana Richards) and Tim 

(Joseph Mazzello), the grandchildren of Jurassic Park founder John Hammond (Richard 

Attenborough), who have come to the theme park to visit. We know it is Alan who is to 

be the father-convert because the two other male stars have already proven to be 

inadequate fathers. Mathematician Ian Malcolm (Jeff Goldblum), also enlisted to 

investigate the park, admits to Alan that he is not very good at maintaining relationships 

with women, but he is good at reproducing-two daughters with whom he does not spend 

much time. John, a grandfather who abandons his grandchildren to the touring scientists, 

also considers himself to be the father of the dinosaur hatchlings, insisting on being present 

for their births and coaching them to "push" out of their shells. John, of course, cannot 

control his progeny (who are, in Marina Warner's words, "resistant to all the constraints 



of the men in power" [5]) and comes to resemble Dr. Frankenstein rather than a loving 

dino-daddy. Neither Ian nor John can, therefore, symbolize normative male 

heterosexuality and it is left to Alan to provide the model. He does so willingly, as 

evidenced in the penultimate scene of the film, where Alan is now a confirmed family man, 

sitting in the rescue helicopter with his arms around the children, enjoying a knowing smile 

with Ellie, who clearly finds Alan's newly-found fatherliness very appealing. 

As Rajani Sudan points out, Jurassic Park continuously pits "bad" science against 

"good" science. The painstaking archeological labor of Alan and Ellie, or their 

"conscientious methodology" (112), and their eventual triumph over the dinosaurs, 

validates their science as "good" and moral. Alan, Ellie, and Ian become the markers of 

"good" science in light of John's work. John creates dinosaurs in an era in which their 

existence is not contemporarily possible, and also uses his money to bribe Alan and Ellie 

into investigating his theme park (indeed, his creation of a theme park rather than using 

the technology for more moral purposes is highly suspect). Alan, Ellie, and Ian are also 

valorized because they "understand" nature, whereas John manipulates it. Often 

throughout the film, chaos-theory proponent Ian states reverently, "life will find a way." 

Indeed, the last scene of the film equates the helicopter that brings our new nuclear family 

away from Jurassic Park with a large group of migrating birds. They fly through the sky 

together, implying that the individuals inside the "big bird" helicopter are a natural 

community (family) like the migrating birds. 

As Sudan also points out, none of these natural groupings are made via sexual 
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activity (what is often referred to as the "natural way" to have children). Alan, Ellie, Lex 

and Tim form a nuclear family without sex; the dinosaurs find a way to reproduce despite 

their design as all-female. While not all families are formed via sexual activity, I do think 

that it is important to label these seemingly natural units are "unnaturally" formed. So why 

is the dinosaurs' unnaturalness deemed terrifying and the unnaturalness of the 

Grant/Sattler family heralded? The answer is race: if the dinosaurs signify Third World 

women, even women of color generally, and their incessant breeding as the threat to white 

children, then the whiteness of Alan, Ellie, Lex and Tim figure as the beacon of hope. The 

dinosaurs are not just a threat to the white children, but to whiteness itself The combat to 

the threat if you are white, the film dictates, is to get thee a white family, in all its 

compulsory heterosexual glory. 

This privileging of whiteness as a parenting virtue is underscored even more 

heavily in Jurassic Park's sequel. The Lost World: Jurassic Park. Taking place four years 

after the disaster at John Hammond's park (and released four years after the first film), the 

film tells us that the dinosaurs have survived and have been roaming free on a nearby 

island, Isla Soma, 87 miles southwest of Isla Nublar. John convinces Ian Malcolm to take 

a team to Isla Soma to document the existence of the dinosaurs after he tells Ian that his 

girlfriend, paleontologist Sarah Harding (Julianne Moore) is already there (lan's daughter 

sojourns there as well, as a stowaway). Their project is further complicated by the 

presence of a set of mercenaries, hired by John's nephew Peter Ludlow (Arliss Howard) 

to capture and bring dinosaurs back to a proposed dino-zoo in San Diego. Ian and Sarah's 
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team are forced to escape but, seeing that a tyrannosaurus rex has been captured, 

intervene when the marauding monster escapes the boat and attacks San Diego. 

The Lost World is almost obsessively attached to the idea of proper parenting, as 

both the dinosaurs are recouped as doting parents, and Ian is figuring out how to father 

one of his daughters, Kelly Curtis (Vanessa Lee Chester), a young black woman. For the 

most part, though, this film tells the story that Losing Isaiah tells, which is that the white 

mother absolutely qualifies to parent black children simply because she is privileged as 

white. No mention is made of the biracial relationship that created Kelly, except for a 

pondering from the rest of Ian's team as to whether or not Kelly resembles Ian, and except 

for the mention that Kelly's mother dumped her on Ian with no notice so she could go to 

Paris. In fact, it is Sarah who parents Kelly, sleeping witli her in the tent, protecting her 

from the tyrannosaurus, sticking close to her side for the entire trip (except for when she is 

attending a tyrannosaurus baby), and, in the penultimate scene, sits sleeping on the couch 

with Kelly and Ian, forming a de facto family. Further, Sarah is consistently drawn to the 

dinosaur babies, touching a stegosaurus baby in its nest and fixing the broken leg of a 

tyrannosaurus rex baby. Despite the fact that she gives the team a lengthy lecture about 

limiting their intrusiveness on the island (no smoking, no leaving of trash), she has no 

trouble intruding to take care of the baby dinosaurs, even when her intervention with the 

baby tyrannosaurus results in the parents' exacting revenge on her and her team. When it 

comes to babies, Sarah just cannot help herself And her whiteness makes it possible for 

her to do so; moving swiftly from being a capable parent of black children and dinosaur 
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(Third World) children, Sarah is at once the great white colonialist and the great white 

foster mother. 

Sarah's embodiment of colonialism and matemalism, because they are depicted as 

color-blind and benevolent qualities, demonstrates the ambivalent treatment of the 

dinosaurs. Both Sarah and Ian and the dinosaurs are depicted as loving, nuclear families, 

though Sarah's actions, as a "civilized" white woman, are counterposed to the dinosaurs', 

as monstrous beasts with primitive communication skills. While Sarah, Ian and Kelly form 

the "new" middle-class multicultural family, with two working parents and a very capable 

and financially privileged teenaged daughter, the dinosaurs/Third World women also 

appear as capable and loving parents. The only reason why the tyrannosaurus couple 

menaces the humans, the film indicates, is to exact revenge for the humans' meddling with 

their baby, following the scent of their baby's blood smeared on Sarah's jacket (left from 

when she and Nick [Vince Vaughn] re-set the baby's broken leg). The stegosaurus parents 

ward off Sarah when she scares the baby by touching it and taking close-up pictures of it. 

In these ways, Sarah's moments of intervention are punished, though because her intent is 

"good" (as opposed to the loud, bombastic mercenary team riding in like cowboys and 

lassoing dinosaurs), she remains unharmed. Contradictorily, the dinosaurs can only express 

their love and affection for their babies through menacing violence. 

Despite the similarities between the human happy multicultural families and the 

dinosaurs' intact heterosexual families, the dinosaur families suffer from Latin American 

containment and reservationist policies, left alone and far away from San Diego. 
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Particularly in issues of immigration from Latin America into the US, the amount of Latin 

American immigration has been hotly debated in the US public while the US also 

maintains a "reservationist" position which states that Latin American families can stay in 

Latin America, but not the US. Countless times. The Lost World advocates leaving the 

dinosaur families alone, akin to these positions. In fact, when the tyrannosaurus mother 

and infant are brought back to San Diego, Sarah and Ian quickly find a way to send them 

back to the island, complete with a military sea escort. Further, as hopeless as it was in 

Star Trek's "prime directive" policy to leave cultures untouched by their presence, the 

emphasis in the film on non-intervention re-tells the colonial story in which the impact of 

colonialism is denied if attention is made to the preserving of cultures.®^ To deny the 

impact of colonialism inherent in exploration and anthropological study, rhetoric about 

non-intervention eclipsed the very real and detrimental contacts that occurred (and occur). 

As previously mentioned, Sarah's interventions (accomplished after her admonition of the 

team for not being careful about their intrusion on the island) completely change the 

picture of dino-parenting bliss just as much as the mercenaries' loud and weaponry-filled 

appearance does. That the mercenaries are ultimately thwarted and Sarah's team is 

successful in keeping the Isla Soma from seeping out onto the US mainland, speaks to the 

difference in the value of the work of the two teams-the degree to which their intervention 

is seen as detrimental. It is not coincidental, either to the narrative or to the analysis, that 

Nick is both a photographer and an active member of Greenpeace and Earth First, so that 

his animal rescue skills both undermine the mercenaries' work and relegate the work of 
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Sarah's team to the moral side. Preservationism of the island is underscored in John's 

television interview, seen in the penultimate scene: 

It is absolutely imperative that we work with the Costa Rican Department of 
Biological Preserves to establish a set of rules for the preservation and isolation of 
that island. These creatures require our absence, not our help. And if we could step 
aside and trust in nature, life will find a way. 

Of course, John borrows lan's now-famous "life will find a way" speech to rid himself of 

any responsibility for genetically engineering dinosaurs, turning Isia Soma into a primitive 

culture rather than a carefully crafted environment, recouping them from their 

monstrousness in Jurassic Park into doting parents in The Lost World. In four short years, 

the cultural work of these films has succeeded in reviving Third World overpopulation 

narratives and reinscribing liberal anti-interventionism rhetoric. 

Reproductive Technologies and Race 

What ties the Jurassic Park films to Made In America, Losing Isaiah, Pinky, both 

versions of Imitation of Life, and the televised interviews with the Fasanos and the Rogers 

is the privileging of whiteness and heteronormativity regarding parenting. These themes 

find articulation in different voices, due in part to their historical specificity, but all 

nonetheless make it clear that whiteness is a carte blanche to parent whomever whenever. 

This white tree ticket to parent is characterized in direct opposition to the development of 

a black consciousness in the sense that such a consciousness forged outside the parameters 

of white culture must be attacked. Certain aspects of blackness (the desire to "better 



oneself' through education, for example) are rewarded in these narratives, mostly because 

they co-exist with a prevailing bootstrap ideology that denies and excuses the history of 

US racism. Other aspects of blackness, the ones that threaten to destroy the illusion of a 

color-blind society, are condemned. For example, while part of the agenda of Stahl's 

Imitation of Life and Pitiky is to force Peola and Pinky to re-discover their blackness, and 

despite some liberatory moments in the films, those moments (the ability to go to college 

and to inherit property, for example) are constituted within a discursive framework that 

limits the roles that black consciousness can take. So passing for white is inexcusable (it 

kills mothers and the parenting potential of grandmothers), because such an act does not 

uplift the race from within; such results can only be obtained through education and 

providing health care-results that are dictated to the black characters by white ones. In 

perhaps one of the best examples of the dynamic 1 am describing, Sarah Jane (Sirk's 

Imitation of Life) becomes black by becoming white. Her acknowledgment of her 

blackness at her mother's funeral is immediately contained within the heterosexual white 

family, a family within which she could pass for white again, but this time with the 

approval of the now appropriate hetero white dyad of Lora and Steve. These racial uplift 

discourses mesh with white liberal empathy because the uplift participates in bootstrap 

ideology. Additionally, if racial uplift occurs through individual means, then the uplift 

works with white liberalism because that black individual has taken responsibility for 

his/her circumstances and sought resolution through self-action rather than social 

parasitism. 
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The move toward white heteronormativity in the more contemporary films 

discussed describe an ever-pervasive attack on black parenthood, black motherhood in 

particular. While Debbie Rogers tries to disentangle her family from the overly zealous and 

persistently color-blind Fasanos, characters like Sarah Mathews and Khaila Richards find 

themselves stuck in a cultural system in which whiteness and compulsory heterosexuality 

regulate their relationships with their children. Dinosaur (Third World) mothers are 

relegated to monstrousness and, finally valorized as fiercely protective mothers (albeit in 

animalistic and still monstrous ways) once resigned to hetero dyads, are still considered 

unworthy for mixing with the white folks. 

What I want this chapter to accomplish is to draw out the distinctions in what 

Howard Winant describes as a societal transformation "from a system of domination to a 

system of hegemony" (itals. orig., 2001, 293) regarding race. As Winant notes, 

...because it [racism] has made significant democratic concessions to the racially 
identified "others" it formerly sought systematically to exclude and degrade, 
because it has greatly increased its ability to incorporate opposition, racism can 
now operate as a taken-for-granted, almost unconscious common sense. (2001, 
293) 

Though I hesitate to use the term "transformation," which implies that the hegemony of 

racism might be considered progress away from domination, or that hegemonic racism is 

not also and concurrently domination, 1 find Winant's distinction about how a racist 

hegemony works very useful. In a slavery system, as 1 described earlier, slaves' 

reproduction was engineered by the slave owners, for the precise purpose of increasing 

property. As evidenced by the lack of care taken with pregnant slaves, slave women (and 
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servant women) were clearly treated as baby machines, designed to pump out babies as 

they worked. Emancipation, of course, was a misnomer in the sense that what was once 

socially-accepted reproductive domination became technologies of control through less 

obviously racist means. In this way, hegemonic racism expresses itself as coerced 

sterilizations, Norplant implantations, and Depo Provera shots, and a bevy of legal 

atrocities perpetrated against mothers of color. In the movies, a woman who passes for 

white is never allowed to reproduce with white men (Sarah Jane is "outed" to her 

boyfriend before reproduction occurs; Pinky leaves Tom to live in her home town). A 

black mother, even after kicking a crack habit, cannot parent her child without interference 

from a white foster mother. And black women find themselves victimized by reproductive 

technologies. 

That hegemonic racism is absolutely a part of the story of reproductive 

technologies has been the main focus of this chapter. The same dynamic that valorizes 

Donna Fasano's white color-blindness and demonizes Debbie Rogers' black consciousness 

(no matter how contrived by the Dateline and 20/20 production teams) runs through other 

stories about race and reproductive technologies. Surrogacy issues have been the most 

public challenges to cultural ideas about parenting, and many court cases have become 

large public discourses (the Baby M case in New Jersey in 1988, being the best-known 

example). Valerie Hartouni" and Mark Rose®' write about a California court case, 

Johnson v. Calvert (1993), in which a black surrogate, Anna Johnson, sued the 

contracting parents, Mark and Crispina Calvert (he is white and she is Filipina) for legal 



108 

maternity of the baby boy she birthed. The contracted agreement between the two parties 

had been that, in exchange for $10,000 and a life insurance policy, Johnson would gestate 

a zygote created from Mark's sperm and Crispina's egg and bear them the child. During 

the course of the pregnancy, Johnson felt that the Calverts were not emotionally 

supportive of her and had not fully provided the life insurance agreed upon. The Calverts 

discovered that Johnson had a history of miscarriages that she had not previously 

disclosed. A couple months before the birth, Johnson demanded the rest of her $10,000 

payment due after the birth, threatening to not give up the baby without such payment. In 

response, the Calverts sued to declare their legal parental status of the fetus and then 

Johnson counter-sued to become the fetus' legal mother. After the baby was bom in 

September of 1990, the case was heard in Orange County Superior Court. 

Judge Richard N. Parslow, Jr. reviewed the case and ultimately decided that legal 

parentage should be conferred upon the Calverts, despite the claim by Johnson that she 

had significantly bonded with the fetus and that the Calverts' actions toward her 

constituted fetal neglect. Parslow likened Johnson to a foster mother or wet nurse, and 

called her a "genetic hereditary stranger," further privileging genetic relatedness as the 

definer of family. Despite an appeal to the state's Supreme Court, the Calverts remain the 

legal parents. Both Hartouni and Rose remark on the cultural work of the courts in re-

naturalizing the birth by re-drawing nuclear families based on genetics. Rose focuses on 

the Supreme Court's dangerous linking of intellectual property law with this case which 

likens the Calverts' intent to conceive and raise a child with the distinction used to define 
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the ownership of copyright. Justice Joyce Kennard's dissent objected strongly to using 

property law rationale rather than family law's "best interest of the child" rationale to 

decide this case, and also challenged the majority's failure to appreciate the significant role 

of gestation and childbearing on a fetus. In fact, Johnson's lawyers, in their appeal, argued 

for the necessity of Johnson's body to bring this child into being-a necessity that made her 

much more than a foster mother or wet nurse-and that her body had significant 

repercussions on the development of the fetus. Despite suggestions from the ACLU that 

the court find the child had two mothers, the Supreme Court held that Calverts' parental 

status as legal. 

Johnson's blackness and the child's supposed whiteness is very significant. Rose 

quotes one of Johnson's lawyers as saying that Judge Parslow "wanted to give the white 

couple the white baby" (229).^ Having a Filipina genetic mother, the child is actually 

biracial rather than white, but in public discourse the child was never considered anything 

but white. As both Rose and Omi and Winant point out, American racial discourse has a 

tendency to dichotomize race as a solely black-white issue. So the Calvert child, because 

he did not look black, immediately became white. This black-white distinction is 

particularly important in this case, as Hartouni adroitly points out in her analysis, because, 

she claims, although this case would not have worked out differently if everyone was 

white or black, race became the narrative by which this case was decided, rather than 

issues of the best interest of the child. Specifically, because Johnson was black, particularly 

resonant cultural images of the single black woman in the 1980s worked against her. 
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Coupled with a cultural degradation of welfare fraud in the Reagan/Bush years, and the 

cultural image of the black woman as lazy and welfare-dependent, the public revelation of 

Johnson's facing two felony charges for welfare fraud damned her. This constrained view 

of black women limited Johnson's ability to seem credible, and, together with the Calverts' 

attorney intimating that Johnson's desire to become the legal mother was based on 

fetishizing whiteness rather than having developed an actual maternal feeling toward the 

child, Johnson's case was doomed. As Hartouni states, this case, besides being about race, 

was about trimming off the excess from a traditional notion of family-to preserve the 

family as a "biologically rooted, racially closed, heterosexual, middle-class unit" (98). 

There is no racial closure in the Rogers/Fasano case, as the Rogers and Fasanos 

were not induced to remain two racially closed units, but an amalgam of hybridity. The 

Fasanos were legally entitled to extend Akeil's family to include them, which does two 

things; it encourages hybridity and non-heteronormativity (in the sense that this legal 

arrangement allows for all kinds of relationships to Joseph/Akeil and to each other to 

develop). This legal decision, however, was represented as fair by the color-blind Fasanos 

and as unfair by the color conscious Rogers in the interviews. As I have discussed, both 

television interviews polarized whiteness and blackness in such a way that the whiteness of 

the Fasanos became synonymous with color-blindness while the Rogers' blackness 

symbolized racism. As Richard Dyer makes clear in White, while the representations of 

blacks are rooted in their bodies-that they are bodily markers of 

difference-representations of whiteness indicate a transcendence of the body, yet this 
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transcendence is predicated upon the reproduction of white bodies through 

heterosexuality. In the representations discussed here, whiteness is characterized as the 

hope for racial tensions. Because color-blindness is valorized as a method for overcoming 

racial conflict, and whites are represented as the only ones capable of color-blindness, 

whites transcend race and bodies consistently in the matter analyzed here. But this white 

color-blindness needs to be reproduced, according to Dyer's and my analysis, and hence 

the almost-obsessive focus on white compulsory heterosexuality in these films. And if 

black babies are involved, whites find a way to impose their color-blindness onto those 

children, by never relenting on their insistence to involve themselves in the parenting. In 

this way, the intricate relationships between reproduction, race, and compulsory 

heterosexuality combine in the films analyzed here to purport that the reproduction and 

imposition of wliite color-blindness, the seemingly singular route to overcoming racial 

tensions, renders all black parents as "parents with an asterisk." 
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Chapter 3 ; "No Gene for the Human Spirit": Nationalism and Reproductive Technologies 

Within the Symbolic National Body 

"At the origin of the modem nation, we find a story of the nation's origin."®^ 

"This is all for you," my parents would ceremoniously half-joke as we would 

watch the Flag Day fireworks display. My birthday is June 14, Flag Day, which not only 

commemorates the day the US flag was officially adopted as such, but is also historically 

the day that folks put out their flags to get ready for Independence Day. And in Boston, 

there is a fireworks extravaganza for Flag Day as well as July 4"'. It was a family joke that 

the fireworks were secretly for me. Growing up outside of Boston, the seat of 

Revolutionary pride, afforded me the opportunity to be awash with Revolutionary 

ideology; between field trips to Paul Revere's House, Old North Church, Old Ironsides, 

Bunker Hill Monument, and the site of the Battle of Lexington and Concord (where the 

"shot heard 'round the world" originated), we learned of the feats our historical brethren 

accomplished to build this great country of ours. It was an ironic joke that I was born on 

Flag Day and raised outside of Boston, for 1 was the kid who never said the Pledge of 

Allegiance out loud (my personal brand of resistance), and refused to learn the words to 

"My Country, 'Tis of Thee." Nevertheless, this Flag-Day-born US-girl-citizen was 

produced and even though those fireworks were not lit up for me, I knew also that, as a 

member of "the people," they were for me. 
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The particular brand of nationalism within which I was inscribed, stories of men 

dying so that we could be free, has risen again in this time of renewed US fanaticism post-

September 11. No longer is the flag first raised on Flag Day, but for the better part of 

2001-02, every day has been Flag Day, with an abundance of flags in every street, shop 

window, car, and type of clothing. Flag Day no longer signifies a singular event; putting 

out the flag is now a consistently repetitive act. And again, the violence that underlies this 

raising of the flag is considered minor in the face of terrorism. The very real and palpable 

experiences of racism and xenophobia become eclipsed by issues of national security (most 

notably coalesced into the formation and overwhelming Congressional support for the new 

federal Department of Homeland Security), and conservative war-supporters scoff at 

liberals' concerns for the fate of civil liberties. Cycles of deep American®^ sentimentality 

that obscure inequitable social relations are not new to the US, and although they occur 

with much fervor in times of war, the paradox of the US nation as a land of freedom and 

of inequality is evident throughout the last century. 

While US nationalism seems to be most virulent right now, 1 want to look at a 

period in which both conservative and liberal administrations produced a nationalism that, 

though not as outrageous as our current experience, indicates how the logic of eugenics as 

a nationalistic discourse continued to fuel the debate over proper parenting. From the late 

1970s through the late 1990s, films like Logan's Run (1976), The Boys From Brazil 

(1978), The Handmaid's Tale (1989), and Gattaca (1997), all films more explicitly about 

reproductive technologies, continue to promote the white, heterosexual, nuclear family 
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discussed in the previous chapters. At a time when nationalistic rhetoric had been 

culturally dissected by sexual and gender revolutions, not to mention Vietnam War 

protesting, it would seem logical that films of this period would reflect the amazing 

changes in US family life. Especially in the 1970s and 1980s, however, most mainstream 

Hollywood films "continued the tradition of classical American cinema" (Bordwell and 

Thompson 470). Even into the 1990s, with an explosion of independent filmmakers, 

bigger budget films continue to capitalize on classical narratives, albeit with the use of 

innovative technique. It is no surprise, then, that the standard heralding of white 

heterosexual families once again occurs in these films. 

In the films to be discussed in this chapter, reproductive technologies take place in 

dystopian societies and those technologies are narrativized as part of the problem. In these 

totalitarian regimes, reproductive technologies figure as signifiers of "bad science," or 

"science in the wrong hands." Characters refer to the way reproduction had taken place 

before the intervention of the technologies, and reproduction via those technologies are 

judged negatively. This judgment hinges on children and their relationship both to the 

means of their birth and to the nation into which they are bom. Children born of more 

"natural" (non-technological) means are the heroes and those yet-to-be-born, once the 

potential parents realize the evils of totalitarianism, are signs of a better fiiture. Those born 

via technologies are usually ideologically mired within the totalitarian societies, so much 

so that they usually perform duties mandated by the nation. Reproductive technologies, 

these films say, breed the rugged individual right out of the child. In order for this heroic 
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child or child-to-be to become this beacon of hope, it must insist on two things. First, it 

demands that the homosociality, the fraternity, of US nationalism be strongly policed from 

seeping into the borders of homosexuality. Second, it expects that its parents 

(monogamous heterosexuals) be white. Despite "The New Face of America"™ as a multi

racial hybrid, the players in these films are strikingly white while people of color work in 

tandem with the totalitarian regimes that contain them and their reproduction. 

This chapter will build upon the already-voluminous material about nationalism to 

show how this US nation, while promoting its multicultural pride and post-1960s 

celebration of difference, immerses itself in film products that expose the still-operating 

logic of appropriate and inappropriate breeding (a la eugenics), cemented along racial and 

sexual lines. Through a discussion of the theories which describe nations as "imagined 

communities,"^' which emphasize the constructedness and ideological agreement of such 

entities, and through an examination of the role of reproduction within notions of 

nationalism, I will indicate how the US has increasingly witnessed a dissolution of the 

private sphere, resulting in the formation of what Lauren Berlant terms the "infantile 

citizen.The infantile citizen, like the heroic child or child-to-be in these films, is the 

focus of nationalistic rhetoric. Building a better nation for our children is the theme of 

political office campaigns and corporate advertisements. Behind this rhetoric, and as 

constructed in these films, this better nation is dependent on reproduction that follows 

nationalistic rules: white women must breed and their white men must remain 

heterosexual. Reproduction and sexuality that occurs outside these parameters is 
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tantamount to potential treason. A close reading of the four films yields a description of 

reproductive technologies as threatening "natural" (non-technological) reproduction, 

which in turn is described as threatening the US white, heterosexual, nuclear family, which 

will subsequently damage the US' strength as a nation. 

Stories of Nationalism 

Benedict Anderson is well-known for his insights about the process of constructing 

nations. Building on Ernest Gellner's premise that nations hinge themselves on 

nationalisms of mis-representation (intimating, Anderson says, that there is a "truer" 

representation out there), Anderson makes the point that all communities, as small as 

face-to-face contact and as large as nations, are de facto imagined. In other words, 

communities exist solely as representations-as imagined communities. A nation is one 

such community, "conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship" (Anderson 7), that is 

created via language and not blood. Despite grand-scale social inequities, Anderson finds 

that the fraternity of nationalisms, regardless of those inequalities, is what makes it 

possible for people to die for the nation. This issue of comradeship despite social 

inequality must be consistently re-inscribed in the formation of national subjects, and those 

moments of inscription can be found across cultural products." Although Anderson's 

work relies on the contribution of print journalism in the creation of nations and 

nationalisms, he also does mention the role that other cultural productions, poetry, prose, 

music, art (and, I would add, film) play in the construction of nationalism and of national 
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subjects. Anderson is most helpful, then, in thinking about nationalisms as a set of 

narratives which provide coherence to the idea of a nation, which is fundamentally 

incoherent due to its lack of specificity. 

The kinds of nationalist narratives that concern us here are those of family-making, 

and recent work on the relationship between nationalisms, sexualities, and reproduction 

have contributed quite a good deal to scholarship on nationalisms. George Mosse, in his 

Nationalism and Sexuality, has elucidated how both in Germany and Britain, an IS""-

century bourgeois self-definition of respectability (defined in opposition to the working 

classes) eventually became a moral barometer of all classes within these nations. In the 

face of changing economic and political times, respectability provided Germany and 

Britain with a coherence that can be traced through themes such as the distinction between 

manliness versus homosexuality, the designation of "woman" as the guardian of morality, 

and the stereotyping of blond, sun-kissed individuals as the paragon of beauty. In addition, 

the rise of the nuclear family in the IS"* century, as a response to industrialization and 

division of labor, coincided with the rise of nationalism and respectability, and it was 

within the nuclear family that children's sexuality became policed. As "the fountainhead of 

the national spirit,"^" the family came to be seen as the pendulum upon which the nation's 

future swung, as "a cheap and efficient surrogate for the state, controlling the passions at 

their source...an indispensable agent of sexual control..." (Mosse 20). Within this context 

of the importance of national reproduction, male homosexual practice was deemed 

dangerous to the nation, most literally because it "wasted seed," but also because it 
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destabilized the relationship between fraternity and manliness, which was seen as essential 

to the nation's survival. Respectability is also important to trace because not only did it 

produce consequences for those living within the nation, but also for those living in 

Germany's and Britain's colonial territories. As V. Spike Peterson states, "European 

colonizers drew upon notions of bourgeois respectability to legitimate their global 

domination of'others'" [Ms 12]. Following Mosse, Ann Laura Stoler, and Anne 

McClintock, Peterson delineates how this respectability relied upon gendered, racist, and 

heterosexist assumptions to deem anything deviant from the strict codes of masculinity 

and femininity as "backward" and deserving of foreign domination. Importantly, these 

colonial assumptions also justified the belief that colonialism was also a process of 

liberation-a method of giving the colonized an avenue toward respectability that the 

colonialists were sure the colonized needed and wanted. 

Doris Sommer's work on the nationalistic romantic fictions of Latin America^' 

indicate their prescriptions for compulsory heterosexuality and marriage as a method for 

ensuring national stability. Despite content and historical differences, these nineteenth-

century stories figure "star-crossed lovers who represent particular regions, races, parties, 

or economic interests" who ultimately come together. These unions not only feature 

conjugal love, but this love leads to reproduction. After Latin America saw massive 

immigration in the early 20"^ century, and the countries were developing programs for 

economic development during the Depression, these historical romance novels became 

required or anthologized reading in school curricula. Rather than Mosse's assertion that 



119 

nations repress sexuality/® Sommer states that these nations construct sexuality." 

Through stories of "natural" love, marriage, and family-making, sexuality is configured as 

a road to national consolidation and stability. 

Eugenics was and is certainly part of nationalistic discourse in its participation with 

the idea that love and family-making reaffirmed national stability. With its concern about 

modes of "proper" and "improper" reproduction, eugenics coupled with nationalisms 

about the kind of reproduction necessary to strengthen a nation. Western eugenicists 

maintained that an attention to eugenics was part of one's national duty. Karl Pearson, 

director of Britain's laboratories devoted to eugenics research, thought national eugenics 

policies were "needed to help England maintain her imperial holdings against competitor 

nations" (Hasian 28). This statement was in response to two crises in the early 20"' century 

in Britain. Following the Boer War, it was reported that a large number of soldiers were 

actually unfit for military service and demographic studies demonstrated a declining 

birthrate among the middle and upper classes, but not among workers and laborers. 

Subsequent studies indicated that the families living in the worst social conditions were 

having the largest families. Britain's already seemingly weak military force would not be 

strengthened by this birthrate "problem," which led people to fear "that Britain's military 

readiness and capacity for exercising imperial power would be fatally undermined" (Paul 

7).^" As Marouf Hasian explains, with this palpable risk, British eugenicists began to point 

to British motherhood as deeply connected to imperial success and lectured British women 

on the national impacts of their sexual habits, entreating them to help solve what was seen 
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as a national degeneration. Children were considered part of the nation as much as they 

belonged to their parents, and were described as "national assets," "capital of a country," 

and the "fiiture of country and Empire" (Hasian 75). 

Also concerned about differential birthrates, US eugenicists had to counter strong, 

nationalistic bootstrap ideology with programs based on ideas of genetic, rather than 

acquired (Lamarckian), inheritance. As discussed in chapter one, this tension provided for 

eugenic practices and institutions relying on genetic explanations for inheritance to exist 

side-by-side with social welfare programs aimed at improving the living conditions of the 

immigrant and lower classes to raise the standard of their offspring. Writing in women's 

magazines in the 1920s, eugenicists urged US women to support their projects (marriage 

legislation, sterilization) by invoking the threat of the "morally tainted" child (Hasian 85) 

and by usurping bootstrap rhetoric. US feminists were highly suspicious of aiming 

eugenics at women, because it insinuated that all women were the nation's future and 

present mothers. Hasian explains how feminists felt that focusing on the nation would limit 

attention to individual women's personal rights. Birth-control activist Margaret Sanger, in 

response to the rhetorical lumping of women with national motherhood, wrote in 1919; 

"The eugenicist also believes that a woman should bear as many healthy children as 

possible as a duty to the state. We hold that the world is already over-populated. 

Eugenicists imply or insist that a woman's first duty is to the state; we contend that her 

duty to herself is her first duty to the state."™ Herbert Hoover raised the specter of the 

eugenic national child in 1930 when, in a live radio address, "used the image of the 
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physically and mentally strong child as a symbol of America's potential" (Kline 101). In 

describing his White House Conference on Child Health and Protection, Hoover indicated 

that this conference was aimed at providing parents with information to ensure their 

children's physical and emotional health. Putting the onus and responsibility for strong 

children (for a strong nation) on the parents ultimately placed the blame of poor and sickly 

children onto the parents rather than onto the Depression: "If we could have but one 

generation of properly bom, trained, educated and happy children, a thousand other 

problems of government would vanish" (Kline 101-2). As Wendy Kline points out in 

Building a Better Race, Hoover's rhetoric (and, I would add, the 1920s eugenic material 

mentioned above) points to a historical, national tendency to make children (as the 

barometer of a strong nation)'s health as a nuclear-family responsibility. In this way the 

nuclear family's private realm becomes public responsibility-their privacy is of national 

concern. This tension between individual rights and nationalistic image continually haunts 

the US, and finds part of its articulation in the eugenic distinction between strong, national 

reproduction and weak, dysgenic breeding. 

National reproduction policies in other countries are also often eugenic in rhetoric 

or intent, advocating particular modes of reproduction and dissuading others. As recently 

as the 1980s, Geraldine Heng and Janadas Devan indicate, Singapore's obsession with its 

biological reproduction, as articulated through its decades-long, post-colonial government, 

took form in its attempt to increase the lowering birth rates amongst its college-graduated 

women (contrasted with the rising birth rates of poorly educated women). Equating a 
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university education with intelligence and superiority, the Prime Minister reasoned that 

Singapore's placement in the world would suffer if this differential birth rate was to 

continue. Not only was this anxiety class-based, but also race-based. Largely, upper- and 

middle-class, professional women were Chinese, while working-class, poorly education 

women were of Malay and Indian origin. Rather quickly, the government instituted a 

system of rewards and threats regarding reproduction, in order to comply with the Prime 

Minister. Working-class women were offered S$ 10,000 if they would limit their families to 

two children and undergo voluntary tubal ligation thereafter, and prices for maternity care 

in government-run hospitals (where working-class women would ordinarily go) were 

increased for those who surpassed the two-children limit. Meanwhile, university-educated 

women were offered tax breaks, medical insurance and their childrens' admission to the 

best schools in the country. Government rhetoric linked these women's marriages and 

childbirths to a patriotic duty, and some organizations actually advocated that these 

women bear children as a required form of National Service. In another example, Lisa 

Handwerker points out that despite China's one-child rule as a solution to overpopulation, 

infertile women are seen as a national problem. Rather than being considered helpful in 

reducing population, infertile women in China are made to feel that their gender identity is 

non-normative. Handwerker stipulates that class is also mired in these gendered 

constructions of normativity. Poor women's national duties are to restrict their fertility 

because their over-productivity threatens "national security and economic development 

(379) while an upper-class or intellectual woman is considered duty-bound to fulfill her 
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quota. For these women, "the one-child policy is really the 'you must have one-child 

policy'" (379). 

Implicit in these connections of eugenics and nation was the assumption that the 

nation's women were essentially breeders for the nation. In their groundbreaking work on 

the relationships between gender, race, class, and the nation, Floya Anthias and Nira 

Yuval-Davis delineate five major ways in which women interact with the nation; 

1. as biological reproducers of members of ethnic collectivities; 
2. as reproducers of the boundaries of ethnic or national groups; 
3. as participating centrally in the ideological reproduction of the collectivity and 

as transmitters of its culture; 
4. as signifiers of ethnic or national differences, as a focus and symbol in 

ideological discourses used in the construction, reproduction and 
transformation of ethnic or national categories; 

5. as participants in national, economic, political and military struggles."" 

In addition, Anthias and Yuval-Davis assert, women are used symbolically as a link 

between mother and nation, particularly in terms of a woman raising her son(s)-the 

nation's patriot(s)-and used figuratively as giving birth to a nation. Further, national 

subjects are reproduced through the legitimizing processes of marriage and subsequent 

births-of more national subjects. Importantly, as Anthias and Yuval-Davis point out, only 

certain women are used as symbols of the nation, or valorized for their nationalistic 

reproduction. While white women have been encouraged to reproduce at various stages in 

nations' histories (and with the collusion of eugenic efforts), the fertility of black and 

ethnic minority women have often been discouraged and coercively prevented, all "part of 

a population strategy of discouraging the reproduction of citizens of the 'wrong' type" 
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(Anthias and Yuval-Davis 127). Additionally, differential access to federal and state 

resources jeopardize the living conditions of people of color, as well as those living in 

regions deemed "less worthy" by the nation, whereby some people and regions have, for 

example, high access to welfare but not employment and others have high access to cheap 

labor and not welfare. 

Coupled with a nation's stringent pro-white-natalism is a strict policing of the 

boundaries between male homosociality and male homosexuality, all in an effort to 

perpetuate the eugenic myth of the nation's ideal nuclear family. While any kind of 

nonreproductive sex threatens a nation's pronatalist policies, male homosexuality provides 

a specific conundrum for the nation, which relies on homosociality, or fraternity, to 

operate its public sphere. As Andrew Parker, Mary Russo, Doris Sommer, and Patricia 

Yaeger state in their introduction to Nationalisms and Sexualities, "Typically represented 

as a passionate brotherhood, the nation finds itself compelled to distinguish its 'proper' 

homosociality from more explicitly sexualized male-male relations, a compulsion that 

requires the identification, isolation, and containment of male homosexuality" (6). For 

example, non-heterosexual behavior has consistently been aligned with treason. When 

Lyndon Johnson's chief of staff, Walter Jenkins, was arrested with another man for 

performing "indecent gestures" in a YMCA restroom in 1964 (his second such arrest), Lee 

Edelman explains, the news flurry immediately equated Jenkins' sexuality with 

susceptibility to blackmail by foreign/enemy agents. Treating homosexuality as an 

emotional illness, even the New York Times editorialized in favor of the federal 
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government's anti-gay hiring practices, equating Jenkins' sexual behavior with a 

"Hungarian-born" man to the likelihood that Jenkins compromised national security by 

virtue of the act. Not only was homosexual behavior linked to security weakness, it was 

also linked to Communism, particularly post-World War II. Edelman points out that, after 

that war, when women were nudged into "the unpaid labor of heterosexual homemaking" 

(269) and US nationalistic fictions about suburban and consumerist middle-class living 

were rampant, the US was dealing with its new role as a major player in the weapons-

technology laden world of international politics. Narratives of keeping America safe 

prevailed, justifying increased activities of surveillance and other techniques designed to 

ensure the security of the American nuclear family against subversives living amongst 

them. Homosexuality came to be seen as particularly suspect, because, being un-

American, it was synonymous with foreign influence. This viewpoint was expressed by 

local police departments in an increased surveillance in public rest rooms. Homosexuality's 

conflation with foreign influence and subterfuge, of course, hit a high point during the 

McCarthy era, at the height of the cold war. At a time of unprecedented concern about 

nuclear destruction, homosexuality came to embody a perceived danger to the nation. 

Coupled with homosexuality's seeming affinity with communism was a cold-war attitude 

toward mothers and their influence on their sons-strong and over-involved mothers 

created homosexuals and generally weakened "masculine resolve against communism" 

(Edelman 277). 

In The Queen of America Goes to Washington City, Lauren Berlant writes of the 
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1980s US shift toward a privatization of citizenship, which, I argue, is a neat solution to 

the problem of policing the line between homosociality and homosexuality, and between 

"proper" and "improper" national reproduction. Through the manipulation of economic, 

racial, and sexual processes, Berlant states, the US has managed to reserve citizenship as 

"something scarce and sacred, private and proper, and only for members of families" (3). 

By rhetorically shifting away from a political state-based nationalism to an obliteration of 

the public sphere and by proliferating Utopian images of a familial sort, Reagan's 

conservativism sought to urge private citizens to make their participation in the American 

Dream the new nationalism. If you work hard and make a family, so the Dream goes, "the 

nation will secure the broader social and economic conditions in which your labor can gain 

value and your life can be lived with dignity" (Berlant 4). In so doing, those living the 

Dream are supposedly saved from inequalities of social mobility, instability of capitalism, 

and concretization of national norms, and their private acts of intimate life then become 

public issues, in what Berlant calls the "intimate public sphere."*' In the intimate public 

sphere, sex and race become citizenship issues, while the new national symbols are not 

current citizens but future citizens-the infantile citizen. From fetuses to children, their 

naive citizenship figures as the ideal and "on whose behalf national struggles are being 

waged" (Berlant 21). This privileged infantile citizen insists on heterosexual reproduction 

within nuclear families, thereby ensuring a focus on ideal US family life, or the practice of 

citizenship, and on an idealized white national heterosexuality. 
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In US film, not only is the naive infantile citizen heroized, he*^ comes to embody 

the American Dream of bootstrap ideology. Although, as Charles Lindholm and John A. 

Hall state, overtly political US films have largely never been popular (with the notable 

exceptions of Frank Capra's Mr. Deeds Goes to Town [1936], Mr. Smith Goes to 

Washington [1939], and Meet John Doe [1941]), American ideals of individualism and 

social mobility are immensely popular as film themes. Particularly in the US, where 

individualism and social mobility are considered constitutive of the nation, the re-playing 

of the theme of the individual versus the political machine, as seen in the above-mentioned 

Capra films, abound as the definer of American life in US films. Even though Berlant's 

description of the intimate public sphere is specific to the last twenty years, it is clear that 

even in film of the classical Hollywood period, the distrust of universalist nationalism, 

figured in the body of the Washington political milieu, indicates a privileging of more 

individualized, private nationalist activity. Further, perhaps no film more than Mr. Smith 

Goes to Washington exemplifies Berlant's theory of infantile citizenship, embodied in 

Jefferson Smith (James Stewart), the naive and childlike Boy Ranger leader convinced to 

become a US Senator by corrupt politicians and business leaders in his state. Throughout 

the film. Smith's childlike nature is amplified through his comparison to the Governor's 

sons, particularly one whose stuttered speech is depicted in shot/reverse shots with 

Smith's during his nomination acceptance ceremony. When Smith is accused of 

corruption, it is the Boy Rangers who organize to restore Smith's name. And Smith's 

fellow Senator, the corrupt and later repentant Joe Paine (Claude Rains) makes Smith's 
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boy Senator status clear when he tells Smith, "This is a man's world, Jeff' in response to 

Smith's incredulity at the level of corruption in the Senate. Smith's "boyness" makes him 

an ideal Senator, literal and figural representative of the nation, for his naivete enables him 

to bypass political corruption, be the hero (which usually includes winning the woman's 

heart-in this case Clarissa Saunders [Jean Arthur], Smith's congressional secretary), and 

model how an ordinary citizen can "make it." 

US films also use the literal figure of the infantile citizen to stand for the same 

nationalisms that Jefferson Smith represents. Babies as representative of our fiiture have 

become such a familiar nationalistic trope that these infants are almost ubiquitous in 

nationalistic film. As mentioned previously, in nationalistic films in which reproductive 

technologies predominate the narrative, those born via the technologies are seen as 

representatives of the dystopia depicted, while the heroes are bom non-technologically. 

The role that the sciences of ectogenesis, cloning, surrogacy, and genetic engineering play 

in these films are universally as indicators of undemocratic, often totalitarian, regimes; 

these societies are essentially un-American. As such, these films posit the non-

technological world of baby-making (which is almost always a white, heterosexual world) 

as "right," because it produces the hero, the recognizable, upwardly-mobile individual 

synonymous with the American Dream. 

This romanticism of the non-technological reproductive world, strangely, is in 

keeping with some feminist writings about reproductive technologies. As discussed in the 

introduction, Gena Corea and her cohorts that formed FINNRAGE characterize 
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reproductive technologies as patriarchal institutions that turn women into "breeding sows" 

and "living laboratories," and see reproductive technologies as simple forms of 

exploitation of women. In this strange alliance of feminist anti-technologists with 

conservative nationalists, we find rather essentialist views of the role of women regarding 

child-bearing. Suggesting women should gestate and give birth to their genetically-related 

children, both camps make clear that a society that accepts any other form of reproduction 

is tantamount to totalitarian state power. This alliance, seen through the analysis of 

Logan's Run, The Boys From Brazil, The Handmaid's Tale, and Gattaca, indicate a 

deeply romantic notion of a white, heterosexual baby-making as the road to a stronger US 

nation. In these films, homosociality and its relationship to homosexuality in terms of the 

nation is explored, as well as the positions of whites and non-whites in the hierarchy of 

national reproduction. Through an analysis of the role of reproductive technologies in 

these films, we can outline how the above two themes are narrativized in the context of 

US nationalism. 

Run, Logan, Run 

In Michael Anderson's 1976 fijturistic film Logan's Run, Logan 5 (Michael York), 

Jessica 6 (Jenny Agutter), and Francis 7 (Richard Jordan) live in a great domed city in the 

year 2274. Sealed away from the rest of the world, survivors of war, overpopulation, and 

pollution lead a life based on pleasure fialfillment, with computers acting as the 

government. At the age of 30, the city dwellers must participate in the ritual of Carrousel, 
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during which they strive to be "renewed" (though it is clear that they are killed). Those 

who run away from participating in the ritual are hunted down by Sandmen, government-

sanctioned police/execution officers. Logan and Francis are Sandmen, and good friends. 

From the beginning, Logan is coded as the curious one and Francis as the believer. When 

Logan is given an assignment to find a place called Sanctuary, he and Jessica escape, meet 

an Old Man (Peter Ustinov) in a ruined Capitol building, and return to the city to inform 

everyone of another way of life in which one can become old. When the information 

Logan provides the computer/state does not coincide with programmed information, the 

computer self-destructs and the people leave the city, marveling at the Old Man and their 

own potential for long lives. 

Logan's Run tells a particular kind of story about overpopulation and 

totalitarianism, and the excesses of late-1960s teen culture, themes that dominated science 

fiction in the 1970s.'' Additionally, as Vivian Sobchack makes clear, science fiction films 

of the 1970s dramatized a disenchantment with technology. All three issues converge in 

Logan's Run, where a pro-US message is intertwined with the heralding of nuclear 

families, all within the context of "bad" reproductive technologies. In Logan's city, babies 

are born via ectogenesis, the "seed mother" (presumably the woman whose eggs were 

used) is unknown, and paternity is unclear as well. Importantly, the babies are raised by 

the servo-niechani sms that run the state. This society is contrasted to the one of the Old 

Man, who grew inside his mother and lived with his parents until their death-a family ideal 

that Jessica and Logan ultimately decide to emulate. The literal road that Jessica and 
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Logan take to considering the benefits of a nuclear family are through the decayed streets 

ofWashington, DC, culminating in their arrival at the seat of democracy, the Capitol. 

Upon the Senate floor, the Old Man stands as an example of the quality of long life lived 

free from totalitarian rule and from practices of population control. Through a careful 

policing of Logan's sexuality, the film serves as a reminder of the benefits of heterosexual, 

nuclear family-making and aligns such behavior with virulent nationalism embodied in the 

Washington buildings synonymous with US democracy. And though this film aligns itself 

with a rebellious attack against technophilia (and technocracy), this critique also becomes 

part of nationalistic rhetoric. 

In this dystopia, reproductive technologies are used as population control in such a 

way as to sever relations between parents and children, and to control the number bom to 

avoid outnumbering the terminated. In the second scene in the film, a close-up shot of a 

baby's hand is followed by a longer shot of babies in a nursery and of Logan knocking on 

the window, trying to wake up Logan 6, presumably his infant son.^ Francis, who meets 

Logan there, reminds Logan that Logan 6 is "not yours anymore" and that "only the 

crazies hang around the nursery." Clearly, connections between parents and children are 

not allowed in this society. Francis' and Logan's conversation continues as they make 

their way through the city, and they discuss what Francis sees as the perfect policy of 

birthing babies to exactly replace those terminated on Carrousel. When Logan wonders 

about this system's merits, and distinguishes himself from Francis' "one-one routine," 

Logan has been clearly set up as the hero, and Francis as the ideology-filled anti-hero. This 
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difference is underscored when Logan and Francis fight, on the Senate floor and with a 

battered US flag, over their beliefs. The heterosexual nuclear family model is introduced 

when Logan and Jessica, en route to Sanctuary, find a cemetery and wonder at the phrases 

inscribed in the headstones, "beloved wife" and "beloved husband." Later, the Old Man 

explains to them that those are terms used to indicate that those people chose to live 

together, in love, and along with the children that grew inside the mothers, until they died. 

Logan and Jessica decide to live together in such a way, rather than the way proscribed by 

the city. 

What makes Logan and Jessica amenable to re-designing their reproductive fate 

hinges on the assertion of Logan's heterosexuality and Logan's and Jessica's 

"purification" from ideology through becoming infantile citizens. When Logan seeks 

someone from the "Circuit" to have sex with, a man first appears, whom Logan rejects 

almost immediately. Next appears Jessica, whom Logan tries to convince to have sex with 

him. They become friends instead, and only have sex later, outside the city. Logan's 

relationship with Francis is exceedingly homosocial, a camaraderie based on joking about 

their heterosexual exploits, so any possible leakage into homosexuality is removed. To 

completely remove Francis fi"om competition with Jessica, Logan is forced to kill Francis 

in self-defense. Logan could not be more straight. 

Logan's and Jessica's re-born infantile citizenship takes place on a pilgrimage to 

Washington. As they move farther and farther from the city, beginning in a swim in a lake, 

Logan notices that the crystals implanted in their hands at birth have turned clear. 



indicating both their freedom from the reach of the city and also their re-birth as infants, 

before children's crystals turn red.^' After their swim, they see the Washington skyline-the 

Washington and Lincoln Monuments and the Capitol are all evident. When Lauren Berlant 

states that Washington is often made to represent the US "as a durably tangible thing that 

already exists in nature and in history; the national body" (29), she is pointing out how US 

nationalism depends on the seeming permanence of Washington, DC as a national 

icon/body. In Logan's Run, this permanence is taken literally as the somewhat intact ruins 

of Washington spring up from the desolation Logan and Jessica traverse. They wade 

through the Potomac toward the Washington Monument and enter the Lincoln 

Monument, marveling at Lincoln's age. This moment in the Lincoln Monument is a 

timeless one in film, and though other similar scenes in Mr. Smith Goes to Washington and 

The Littlest Rebel (David Butler, 1935) focus on Lincoln as nationalist icon of honesty and 

equality, Logan and Jessica are struck by the democratic possibilities of Lincoln's age-he 

represents a society unlike the city's.®® From there they enter the Capitol, and meet the Old 

Man. When Logan asks if they may rest there, the Old Man's responds "yeah, of course, 

this belongs to the people." When Francis, who has been hunting them down, shows up, 

he refuses to believe why his crystal might be clear, thinking Logan is tricking him. 

Refusing to contradict the city's ideology, Francis attacks Logan on the Senate floor, 

ultimately trying to kill him with a very tattered US flag. Logan gains control of the flag, 

striking Francis until near-death, and then holds him as he dies. Just before succumbing, 

Francis looks at Logan's clear crystal and says, "Logan-you're renewed." Renewed, he is. 
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Bearing the clear crystal of an infant, defeating city ideology with the symbol of US 

freedom in a room that represents that freedom, Logan is the infantile citizen par non. 

About to start a heterosexual nuclear family life with Jessica, Logan the infantile citizen 

grows up to the full position of American hero, but only because he was willing to adopt 

US nationalistic principles, including the decision to father children with Jessica. 

Children for the Fatherland 

As evidenced by the next two films to discuss. The Boys From Brazil and The 

Handmaid's Tale, pronatalism must take place within the "proper" form of government, 

and within the right family. These two films, released 12 years apart, were both based on 

best-selling novels (Ira Levin wrote The Boys From Brazil, and Margaret Atwood wrote 

The Handmaid's Tale) that tell "what-if' stories of future totalitarian regimes where 

reproduction is configured to fit the needs of the state; in The Boys From Brazil, the 

desired children are clones of Hitler, and in The Handmaid's Tale, women are selected to 

serve as surrogates for bureaucratic families. Both of these films make clear that non-

nuclear family-making occurs in non-democratic regimes and is the bedrock for their 

failures. 

In The Boys From Brazil, a fiiture totalitarianism led by a Hitler clone is thwarted 

before the new regime can take place. In 1978, famous Nazi Dr. Josef Mengele (Gregory 

Peck), on his Brazilian island laboratory, has continued his gruesome experiments of 

injecting blue dye into Brazilians' irises, creating deformities, and permanently turning 
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dark hair blond. Additionally, 14 years prior, he had taken blood and cells from Hitler that 

he had preserved, and made 94 clones who were adopted out all over the world. The film 

begins when Mengele sends a group of Nazi assassins to murder the clones' fathers, all 

aged 65 and civil servants, in order to replicate Hitler's life in these boys' lives. Nazi 

hunter Ezra Lieberman (Laurence Olivier) discovers the plot and, with the help of one of 

the clones, Bobby Wheelock (Jeremy Black, who plays the four clones featured in the 

film), Mengele is killed by Wheelock's attack dogs. The possibility of a sequel is provided 

by Bobby's thrill from Mengele's gruesome death, and by his ogling of the photographs he 

has taken of the dead man. 

A key element in raising Hitler clones is the necessity for creating an environment 

as close as possible to the one Hitler experienced as he grew. To replicate Hitler's 

childhood, Mengele purposely found Aryan-looking parents who were the same age as 

Hitler's when he was born, the husbands were domineering and die at the age of 65, and 

the wives are overbearing mothers who coddle and spoil their sons. Women's relationships 

to their sons are always suspect in culture, particularly when these relationships enter into 

nationalistic discourse. As I mentioned earlier, women's role in the nation as breeders are 

extolled, but their consistent interference in their sons' lives compromise the sons' abilities 

to enter the homosocial world of the nation; overbearing mothers, then, are dangerous to 

the future of the nation. In addition to warning against mothers who coddle their sons, The 

Boys From Brazil also reduces the mother's role in the Hitler clones' lives dramatically. 

Like the Adam and Eve story, Hitler's host tissue comes from around his rib, which 
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Later, when Mengele is trying to convince Bobby not to let the dogs attack him in 

retribution for killing Bobby's father, he tells Bobby that his parents were simply a means 

to an end, thereby dismissing both parents in favor of Bobby's relationship to the host 

tissue. 

Not only are parents unnecessary for a child's development in the future Hitler's 

world, but the maintenance of whiteness is just a policeable issue. Most of the film takes 

place at Mengele's compound in Brazil, or in Paraguay, where ex-Nazis hang out at a 

restaurant named Heidelburg. Amazingly, in Paraguay, more whites are seen in the film 

than Paraguayans and those Paraguayans featured are depicted as criminals or mediocre 

bull fighters. The Brazilians in the film are all monstrous-looking results of Mengele's 

experiments and none of them ever speak. To complete the picture, Mengele walks around 

in a white suit, surveying his compound, which in addition to his experimented-upon 

subjects also includes animals of various sorts and a bare-chested maid. Like Paul Gaugin 

in Tahiti, the film's sequences in Brazil resemble an exotic and timeless place, scenery set 

against Mengele's bright white suit. Paraguay is always brightly lit and full of bustle, albeit 

with mostly white people. Paraguayans seem to only spectate and participate in leisure 

activities; no one is ever working, except for the silent servants of the ex-Nazi. These 

scenes in Paraguay underscore a popular stereotype of Latinos as lazy. Whiteness not only 

is evident in its contrast to the Paraguayans and Brazilians, but it also manifests itself in 

some kind of neo-colonial situation where the Paraguayans are either servants or 
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performing for whites, and the Brazilians merely provide a monstrous backdrop for 

Mengele. Whenever one of the clones is described, his "pale skin" is the first thing 

mentioned. True, the clones are especially white, almost as white as Mengele's suit, but 

their whiteness is fully asserted against the backdrop of South Americans. Though this film 

demonstrates the cruelty of Mengele and his fascist regime and could then be viewed as a 

critique of them, these images correlate to mainstream opinions about South Americans, 

so much so that the representations of them as these images does not provide an adequate 

critique of them. Instead, though the monstrous Brazilians stand as a marker of Mengele's 

cruelty, they are placed on the compound as members of the silent landscape, as both 

standing out and blending in at the same time. 

Additionally, the real condemnation against Paraguay and Brazil is that these 

nations are figured as willing to host Nazi atrocities. Providing the Nazis with a 

playground sends out a representational warning against trusting the governments of these 

countries.*^ In these distinctly non-US places, the film says, Nazis can roam free and 

wreak havoc without a single interference from these governments, intimating that Hitler's 

fascism and the nations of Paraguay and Brazil (and, by extension, all of South America) 

are ideologically the same. The film then makes a sharp distinction between those nations 

in which experimentation with reproductive technologies are accepted, and those nations 

that would be horrified by it (Austria, where Lieberman is fi^om, and the US, where two of 

his colleagues live). Cloning becomes synonymous with Hitler in this way, and again the 
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US can appear horrified by such actions while remaining not culpable for them. In the 

twenty-odd years since this film was released, discussions about cloning invariable invoke 

The Boys From Brazil, as a warning of where this technology could go. And every time 

the film/novel is held up with cloning, the US can assert itself as a non-totalitarian nation 

that places a high value on nuclear family-making in which parents give birth to their 

genetically-related children. And it asserts itself strongly in contrast to South America, 

where such monstrous reproduction could take place. 

In 1989, Volker SchlondorfPs The Handmaid's Tale (adapted from Margaret 

Atwood's 1985 novel) also warned against totalitarian-government's interference in 

reproduction, this time in the name of god, rather than Hitler. Kate (Natasha Richardson) 

and her family are trying to escape the Republic of Gilead when they are caught by border 

control. Kate's husband is shot, she is taken captive, and her daughter is left on the 

mountain (we later find out she has been adopted by another family). Kate is taken into 

reproductive bondage, where numbers of women are ensconced and taught about the 

decadent days (complete with films shown from 1970s feminist marches) when widespread 

use of abortion, birth control, and reproductive technologies, coupled with various 

environmental toxicities, rendered 90% of the women sterile. Those at the Red House, like 

Kate, would be placed in families where the wife was sterile and the husband would, like 

the biblical story of Rachel giving her handmaiden to Jacob, engage in sex with the 

handmaid lying between the wife's legs. Any babies born would belong to husband and 

wife, and the handmaiden's job there would be complete. Kate is assigned to the 



139 

Commander's (Robert Duvall) home and his wife, Serena Joy (Faye Dunaway) is largely 

antagonistic. Desperate for a baby, and admitting to Kate that the Commander is probably 

sterile himself, Serena suggests Kate sleep with Nick (Aidan Quinn), the Commander's 

driver, to get pregnant. Kate does become pregnant, and not wanting to give the baby up, 

fulfills a rebel plot to kill the Commander, and Nick arranges her escape to the mountains 

where rebels hide her. The movie ends with Kate's voice-over, which says she is confident 

that she will find her daughter and live with her children and Nick when the war is over. 

Throughout the film, the idea of being subject to non-intimate, coercive sex while 

wearing a veil, and of being forced to give up the resulting baby, creates a surrogate 

experience that is extremely negative. The necessity for this practice is always described as 

bearing babies for the state, that this is their national duty. Forced to say prayers like "oh, 

god, make us fruitful," greeting each other with phrases like "blessed is the fiiiit,"and their 

names changed to reflect the ownership by the men to whom they bear children,^® the 

Handmaids' sole purpose is to breed. In fact, if they do not get pregnant within the first 

four months of their placement, they are removed and re-evaluated. The women are forced 

to accept responsibilities, guilt, and shame for past rapes, abortions, and use of birth 

control and widespread barrenness is accounted for by what is considered the excesses of 

the late 20"* century. Because Gilead only uses the Hebrew Bible as its constitution, nuns 

are carted away to become Handmaids as well. The entire process is entirely similar to 

scenes of fascist and totalitarian governmental take-overs. The thought of her forced 

reproduction drives one Handmaid crazy (Janine, later Ofwarren [Traci Lind]) and much 
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screen time is spent showing the Commander's attention bestowed secretly on Kate, for 

which he expects sexual favors. Her repulsion at the situation drives her to murder him. 

Surrogacy in Gilead is never seen as a voluntary arrangement, but a national, and 

enforceable, duty. Because this form of reproductive technology, re-cast ideologicaJly as a 

biblical arrangement, is considered anti-feminist, the desirable form of reproduction 

becomes ones in which the biological mother keeps her children, and ideally stays with the 

biological father. Since Kate's daughter's father is dead, Nick will be able to step in as 

both children's father. Kate, as she says at the end, is waiting for him before she will move 

on to find her daughter. Kate's rebellion does not alter the desirability of nuclear family-

making. 

Another rebel in The Handmaid's Tale is Moira (Elizabeth McGovern), who tells 

Kate she is being held for "gender treachery," a term for her "liking girls." Moira attempts 

escape twice, both times unsuccessfully. Her second attempt gets her to the border, but 

when captured she is given the choice of going to "the colonies" or to work as a prostitute 

in an illegal dance hall. Taking prostitution because at least she would be around other 

women, Moira's hands have been damaged by police and her spirit seems a bit broken. 

Unfortunately, Moira's transgressiveness as a lesbian puts her in constant sexual 

encounters with men. 

The way The Handmaid's Tale handles race is in-keeping with dystopic narrative. 

Twice, scenes of black people shuttled off separately onto their own livestock trucks is 

shown and finally, when Kate is watching the news with Serena, black repatriation is 
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shown occurring away from Gilead. Earlier such films, like Logan's Run, simply did not 

cast people of color nor discuss issues of race in the narrative. While depicting scenes of 

racism in The Handmaid's Tale seems to deal with the reality of race relations, a deeper 

connection to race and reproduction would have taken the critique farther. Instead, the 

issues of repatriation are represented as another representation which is never discussed 

within the narrative of the film. All three scenes of black segregation and repatriation are 

handled as news items. This distancing of the race issue from the rest of the narrative 

makes these scenes seem superfluous and not connected to the rest of the plot. 

The Handmaid's Tale is a feminist novel and film, yet it remains loyal to a certain 

feminist view of reproductive technologies. As discussed earlier, anti-technologists viewed 

reproductive technologies as methods by which men could control reproduction, as well as 

ways that women's bodies were more subject to medicine, characterized by Gena Corea 

and her cohorts as a patriarchal practice. Subjected in this way, these women claim, a 

woman utilizing technologies cannot escape the patriarchal control over reproduction that 

has been asserted through the practice of the technologies. Certainly The Handmaid's 

Tale takes this position to its logical conclusion, following the path of a totalitarian regime 

as it controls the reproductive practice of all its inhabitants. And again, the opposite of this 

practice, white nuclear family-making, is posited as the ideal, and desired, form. 

As mentioned earlier, though not ail do it in the same way, all the films idealize 

white, nuclear, heterosexual reproduction as appropriate for the nation by relying on three 

nationalistic themes; the infantile citizen, women as breeders for the nation, and the 
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policing of male homosociality. The previous films discussed portrayed dystopias in which 

reproductive technologies wreak havoc on these themes of nationalism, demonstrating that 

the US, if the use of reproductive technologies were curtailed, would maintain its power 

as a nation via its proliferation of white, nuclear, heterosexual families. In the ultimate 

exercise of ideology, these films portray those who adhere to the dystopias' ways as 

counter-productive to the hero's enacting of "freedom," a major ideology of the US. This 

ideological struggle is enacted by a literal struggle between characters who stand for 

freedom and those who stand for totalitarianism: Logan vs Francis, Lieberman vs 

Mengele, Kate vs the Commander. 

"No Gene for the Human Spirit" 

Andrew Niccol's Gattaca (1997) certainly participates in the reproductive-

technology dystopia theme, but the manner in which it makes use of nationalistic themes 

(particularly that of the distinction between homosociality and homosexuality) indicates 

how US nationalism in film can still make statements about reproduction while showing 

that nationalism can be a slippery rhetoric. By imbuing the hero with qualities of the 

"natural," he stands for what is possible without genetic engineering. His struggle with 

totalitarianism is writ large; he takes on the entire social hierarchy, embodied in his 

competitive relationship with his brother. Though the message about genetic engineering 

is heavy-handed, Gattaca's complication of nationalistic sexuality marks a departure for 

nationalistic films about reproductive technologies. 
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Gattaca is probably best known for its promotional advertisements, full-page ads 

in newspapers across the US in which a photograph of a baby is situated next to text that 

reads. "Children made to order." Underneath the photograph the text reads "There has 

never been a better way to bring a child into the world. At Gattaca, it is now possible to 

engineer your offspring. Here's a checklist to help you decide which traits you would like 

to pass on to your newborn." Information about these traits follows; inheritable diseases, 

gender, myopia, stature, eye color, premature baldness, skin color, obesity, addictive 

susceptibility, criminally aggressive tendencies, musical ability, athletic prowess, intellect. 

At the bottom, a phone number and website are provided to make an appointment. Only 

the tiny PG-13 mark at the bottom gave away that this was a movie promotion. Released 

six weeks before the film, these ads cleverly reveal the single-most nationalistic theme 

about the film; at the bottom of the ad, the text reads "Unfortunately, there is no gene for 

the human spirit."*® Fortunately for viewers, Gattaca shows them one. 

Gattaca takes place in "the not-too-distant future," in which genetic engineering 

has become the norm by which reproduction takes place. Those bom without the 

intervention of technology, called "faithbirths," "uteros," or "godchildren," are considered 

socially unequal, and are relegated to domestic labor and other service fields. The valued 

members of this society, the elite, are the results of genetic engineering. Technology is 

such that your identity, always decipherable via body fluids and parts, is checked at all 

times. In this "gene-oist" society, only the genetically engineered succeed. Vincent 

Freeman (Ethan Hawke) is a faithbirth first-bom son to Marie (Jayne Brook) and Antonio 
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(Elias Koteas), who later hesitantly genetically engineer their second son Anton (Loren 

Dean). Vincent is diagnosed with a high probability of heart trouble and is expected to live 

30.2 years. Vincent dreams of becoming an astronaut, but his genetically inferior condition 

relegates him to a future cleaning Gattaca, a NASA-like organization, rather than going on 

a space mission. Vincent's desire to go to space is so strong, that he ultimately buys the 

identity®" of Jerome Morrow (Jude Law), a former national champion swimmer who is 

now a paraplegic and using a wheelchair and has made his identity available on the black 

market. We find out later that Jerome uses a wheelchair as the result of a botched suicide 

attempt. The arrangement between Vincent and Jerome necessitates that the two live 

together, and the now-alcoholic Jerome keeps a running supply of his body fluids and hair 

and skin samples, which Vincent uses to pass the genetic-identification tests encountered 

all over this dystopic place. When a high-ranking official at Gattaca is murdered, evidence 

is found that supports the presence of an "in-valid" (whom the audience recognizes as 

Vincent). Vincent narrowly escapes a police manhunt overseen by his police-chief brother 

Anton, all the while romancing co-worker Irene (Uma Thurman). Eventually Vincent 

launches into space on an exploratory mission to Titan. 

Gattaca maintains a conservative nationalistic rhetoric that values rugged, heroic 

individualism and the notion of freedom (to reproduce, to follow your dreams) ensconced 

within a liberal sense of sexuality. Vincent, whose last name "Freeman" should not go 

unnoticed, is the designated hero, as evidenced within the first series of scenes. After 

watching automaton-like people filing into Gattaca, we see Vincent on an escalator, rising 
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up from the bottom of the screen up above the automaton-peoples' heads. Vincent's rising 

up is echoed later, as his spacecraft lifts off into space. This rising indicates the very path 

Vincent's ingenuity and determination take him. Literally rising up from the bottom of 

society to which he was relegated, Vincent goes all the way to space, heroic in its defiance 

of the society's norms, but also indicative of the heroism linked to US astronauts, 

particularly during the Cold War. In fact, by evoking Cold War film-noir style, which 

includes McCarthy-esque witch hunts, allusions to the evils of communism (as a 

totalitarian society that does not value individualism), the cold retro set designs, sleek 

double-breasted suits, and the icy reserve of the characters (and its retro gender politics), 

Gattaca aligns our past with the film's future, making that future all too familiar and 

patently unsettling. Vincent will do anything to reach his goal, which includes the 

ritualistic and obsessive sloughing off of his dead skin and hair, applying Jerome's samples 

to his body, consistently vacuuming up bodily particles at his work station, and enduring 

leg stretching surgery to match Jerome's pre-accident height. He consistently pushes his 

body beyond its limits, exemplified by his numerous bouts of exercise, performed until he 

could barely breathe. Despite his non-Schwarzenegger body (he is slight, supposedly 

weak, and severely myopic) and his coding as feminized (due to incessant coddling by his 

mother), Vincent is still the Everyman hero. He stands for the ultimate US nationalistic 

value of individually overcoming one's odds to attain one's dreams. If ever there was a 

movie against affirmative action, Gattaca would be it. 

Yet all this rampant nationalism takes place within a narrative that is sexually 
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ambiguous, and is Gatiaca's most promising feature. As we have seen earlier, most of the 

earlier films partake in the strict policing of the line between homosociality and 

homosexuality, asserting the hero's heterosexuality at all possible turns. Gattaca does 

something very different in its depiction of the slipperiness of sexuality within the dystopia 

but also within our hero. Though we only see Vincent make love to Irene and never to a 

man, we can surmise that two very significant homophilic relationships of Vincent's, 

though never consummated on-screen, at the very least represent the fluidity of Vincent's 

sexual identity. These two relationships, with Lamar (Xander Berkeley), Gattaca's 

physician, and with Jerome, both enable Vincent's heroic act and provide the only 

sentimentality in otherwise coldly impersonal dialogue. These are intimate, private 

relationships, wholly unlike the homosocial public demeanor required of men in nations. 

Rather, the moments between Vincent and these men are anti-national. While such 

depiction of potential homosexuality within a dystopia would make sense, due to the 

often-made conflation of communism with homosexuality, to position Vincent, our hero, 

within these relationships rather than eschewing them marks a progressive element in the 

film.'" 

Vincent's interactions with Lamar take place mostly around the subject of 

Vincent's penis. Subject to periodic urine tests for identity administered by Lamar, 

Vincent has many occasions to urinate in front of Lamar. The first such scene occurs early 

in the film. Though we only later find out that the hand that Vincent uses to hold his penis 

betrayed his passing as Jerome to Lamar, there is an astounding amount of dialogue 
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devoted to Vincent's penis; 

Lamar: Jerome/^ never shy, pisses on command. Beautiful piece of equipment 
there, Jerome. Did I ever tell you that? 

Vincent: Only every time I'm in here. 
Lamar: Occupational hazard. I see a great many of them in the course of any given 

day. Yours just happens to be an exceptional example. I don't know why 
my folks didn't order one like that for me. 

Because this scene occurs before Vincent's voice-over that tells the audience about this 

society, Lamar's wish that his penis had been ordered by his parents gives evidence for the 

genetic selection that this society utilizes. Further, this moment foreshadows Lamar's 

revelation that if Vincent is right-handed, he would not hold his penis with his left, 

intimating he has knowledge of Vincent's situation. In fact, later, Lamar finagles the 

identification machine to give the identity of Jerome rather than Vincent when Vincent 

does not have Jerome's urine on him. Further conversations between Lamar and Vincent 

also indicate that Lamar sees Vincent as an example for his son, someone who "could have 

done more." After the above scene, Lamar peels off his gloves, signifying that the 

exchange is moving from the clinical to the personal, and discusses Vincent's imminent 

space travel, asking Vincent to be "the least bit excited." This private talk, strikingly 

different from all the cold, impersonal discussions in the film, ultimately centers around his 

penis. One could not get more intimate and private than that. 

Jerome's relationship with Vincent can be characterized as dependent at best. 

Relegated to providing samples of bodily matter on a continuous basis, Jerome's once 

heroic status as a national athlete has diminished to a bitter alcoholic. Further, Jerome 
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becomes a de facto housewife, managing details like dry cleaning and shipments of hair 

dye. His telling Vincent of the argument he has with the hair-dye suppliers borders on 

1950s household-labor division; "They sent me Summer Wheat instead of Honey Dawn. 

Any fool knows it's two shades lighter.. .The idiots I have to deal with, you wouldn't 

believe." Jerome never goes anywhere unless Vincent takes him, and, in the same club that 

he takes Irene to, Vincent brings Jerome out one night. In a classic seduction scene, 

Vincent blows cigarette smoke into a wine glass, ostensibly to show what Titan looks like. 

Later, when Jerome is extremely drunk, Vincent has to undress Jerome and get him to 

bed, with Jerome apologizing profusely for getting drunk. During this scene, Jerome tells 

Vincent that he had tried to commit suicide by walking into oncoming traffic-such a 

revelation indicates the intimacy between the two. In other sentimental scenes, when Irene 

picks up Vincent for their date, and Vincent had told Jerome that "everyone from work" 

was going out, we see Jerome watching Vincent and Irene through a window in his and 

Vincent's home. Later, when it is clear that Anton suspects something and makes a 

surprise visit to Vincent's house with Irene, Jerome, who had been tipped off by Vincent, 

makes a long and arduous trip up the spiral staircase using his hands to pull him up, in 

order to pose himself on the top floor as the "real" Jerome, thereby saving Vincent from 

sure arrest. And when Vincent considers giving up this ruse, Jerome rejects the idea, as if 

Vincent was giving up their love affair: "You can't quit on me now-I've put too much 

into this." At the end, when Vincent is about to go up in space, Jerome shows him that he 

has left Vincent a long supply of his fluids, telling Vincent that he is going on a journey of 
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his own. He also hands something to Vincent, asking him to look at it later. Their good 

bye scene ends with Jerome saying; "I only lent you my body; you lent me your dream." 

As Vincent lifts off into space, Jerome kills himself-the ultimate "doomed gay 

relationship" storyline. At the height of sentimentality, once lifted off, Vincent opens 

Jerome's card and finds a lock of Jerome's hair inside. Vincent's voice-over after looking 

at the hair intimates his feelings for Jerome: "For someone who was never meant for this 

world, I must confess I'm suddenly having a hard time leaving it." 

Despite Vincent's making love with Irene, and the fact that she has offered to wait 

the year for Vincent's return, Vincent's relationship with Jerome reaches a level of 

intimacy that is never shown between Vincent and Irene.®^ Not only has there been an 

exchange of body fluids in the figural sense, but Vincent keeps Irene in the dark about 

their arrangement for most of the film. When Irene and Anton meet the "real" Jerome, 

Jrene is confiised and when Vincent appears after Anton leaves, she is angry at the level of 

intimacy Vincent and Jerome seem to have-Jerome knows everything and lives with 

Vincent, and she is unable to experience either. This scene is concluded with Irene leaving 

and Vincent carrying Jerome down the stairs, in the way of the standard image of a groom 

carrying his new bride over the threshold. In what seems like a continual competition for 

Vincent's love, it would seem, at the end, that Jerome won. Even though there might be 

room for Irene now that Jerome has conveniently killed himself, Vincent will undoubtedly 

always keep that lock of hair near. 

One of the most strenuous relationships in the film is that between Vincent and 
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Anton, Vincent's brother. In scenes of their childhood, Anton is significantly taller and 

bigger than Vincent, though he is younger. A favorite pastime of theirs is to play chicken 

while swimming-whoever wants to turn back first loses. Anton always wins, until the day 

that Vincent saves Anton's life. After this event, Vincent decides to leave his family, 

determined to become an astronaut with Gattaca. As adults, Anton has become a police 

chief and lands the unlucky assignment of smoking out the "in-valid" who has penetrated 

Gattaca's inner sanctum. Only Anton knows that this individual is his brother, and, once 

they meet again, Anton offers to assist Vincent-to help him escape. They again play the 

chicken game, and again Vincent wins and saves Anton. Though Anton clearly is willing 

to bend the rules for Vincent, he is otherwise the ideology-identified character against 

whom Vincent, free man, must win. Most notably by his choice of profession, an officer 

for the state, but also because of his controlled and orderly manner, Anton is the 

embodiment of the state. The state is neat and tidy, except for those true heroes that it 

cannot contain. 

Yet the state is incredibly adept at containing its black characters. As Wahneema 

Lubiano suggests, in recent films, black men are legitimated by their complete 

identification with the state. Gattaca, is no exception. One character is the geneticist (Blair 

Underwood) who designs Anton. Because genetic engineering seems mostly state 

mandated, his company appears more state-regulated than that of private enterprise. 

Further, despite his blackness, the geneticist seems pleased that the Freemans have chosen 

their child to be white-looking: "You have specified hazel eyes, dark hair, fair skin." The 
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word "fair" is drawn out and after this line, the geneticist smiles, indicating he knows the 

importance of fair skin, and is supportive of the choice. The second black character is a 

human relations executive who, rather than interviewing Vincent for a job, genetically 

tests him to see what his potential is. This is the state-preferred method, so that only the 

elite (genetically designed individuals) are hired for upper-level jobs. That this executive 

does not give Vincent a chance denotes his complicity with this dystopia, believing that 

Vincent's abilities can be read in his genes. The third black character is a police officer.®'' 

The only other time people of color are viewed is in the panning shot of Vincent's flight 

crew as they lift off. In true multicultural celebratory form, each astronaut fulfills a 

particular "type," some even tilling more than one: in order, we see a black man, an Asian 

man, a woman of non-discernable race, and Vincent, the white man. In this happy 

multicultural future, this shot indicates, this dystopia and its genoism, racism, and lack of 

individualism will end. That this multicultural flight crew symbolizes this future only 

further trivializes the importance of inclusion and attention to diversity. 

Further, the rendering of this multicultural scene as that of a group of astronauts, 

hurtling toward weightlessness, described by Vincent as the closest thing to being in the 

womb, overtly indicates a re-birth signified by what the US is supposed to represent. 

Already established that the systematized use of reproductive technologies is considered 

dystopic in the film, Gattaca reinforces this distinction between "natural" and "unnatural" 

reproduction by aligning Vincent, as representative of the "natural," with space, or the 

womb (the valorized "natural" piece of reproduction). Vincent's heroism relies heavily on 
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final voice-over; "Of course they say every atom in our bodies was once part of a star. 

Maybe I'm not leaving; maybe I'm going home." Not only does Vincent stand for the 

"natural," but he also, due to his individualism, stands for the antithesis of this dystopia, 

the US. In the US, men should leave their over-coddling mothers, push themselves beyond 

their limits, and achieve the seemingly impossible. This is old US nationalist rhetoric. But 

to ensconce this message within the milieu of celebrating multiculturalism marks an 

interesting moment, aligning proscriptions about reproduction (usually a conservative 

position) with celebrating diversity (albeit its tokenism, still associated with more liberal 

politics). With the figuration of a range of sexualities added into this contradiction, 

Gattaca is a paradoxical text. At once heavy-handed in its denigration of a reproductive-

technology future, it also aligns Vincent, the embodiment of US individualism, with 

significant homophilic relationships, considered contradictory to the homosocial 

undergirding of US nationalism. The real contradiction is that Vincent remains our hero 

despite his dedication to reaching space, the ultimate womb. Not only does this aspiration 

keep him within the "natural," but it also renders him associated with the womb. This 

further feminizes him, and indicates his desire for the over-coddling that inscribed him as 

feminized. None of these qualities are desirable in the male, homosocial world of 

nationalism, but they are also what makes Vincent heroic. 

As discussed in the next chapter, it is not unusual for US films to be liberal, even 

progressive, about sexuality but entirely reductive about reproduction within the same 
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film. Though Gattaca could be celebrated for its linkages of queer sexuality to heroism 

and US nationalism, it is a film that also seeks to naturalize non-technological, white 

reproduction much in the same way as Logan's Run, The Boys From Brazil, and The 

Handmaid's Tale do. Despite, then, its seeming radical treatment of sexuality, Gattaca 

participates, like the other films, in the proliferation of a naturalized and nationalized 

image of white, nuclear, heterosexual reproduction as metaphorically linked to the US' 

national strength. Though Gattaca explicitly characterizes the promise of genetic 

engineering as a problematic enterprise that compromises American individualism, all four 

films link reproductive technologies to mind-numbing tactics of an un-American nation 

which proves that with "no gene for the human spirit," America's individualist hero cannot 

be engineered or designed, but "naturally" born. 



Chapter 4; We Are Queer Family 

154 

Though lesbian and gay people had been having children long before the "gayby 

boom"'^ of the late twentieth century, this boom attracted widespread media attention, in 

which the focus was largely on the effects of a parent's queerness on the child's social life, 

and the child's eventual sexual identity. The legal and emotional pressures on a queer 

family trying to establish itself in the face of heterosexist family law was rarely discussed. 

There are, however, ways to circumvent the system, and by the time our first child was 

bom, late in the boom in 1998, my partner and I were able to secure a second-parent 

adoption and to name each other as financial and health-care powers of attorney. We 

know we had it easy, and that scores of women and men had lost, and were still losing, 

custody of their children and visitation rights based on their sexual identity. While, then, I 

bemoaned the seemingly obsessive way in which talk-show hosts drilled children of queer 

families about the social pressures they might be facing and about their own choice of 

sexual partners, this same attention helped pave the way for public conversations about 

queer parenting to take place on national and local scales. Evidence of this is the 2002 

endorsement by the American Pediatrics Association of a policy that approves gay and 

lesbian second-parent adoption, which says that "denying legal parent status through 

adoption to coparents or second parents prevents these children fi-om enjoying the 

psychologic and legal security that comes from having two willing, capable, and loving 

parents" (American Academy of Pediatrics, 339).^ 
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This conundrum of political progress being achieved despite negative publicity is 

only one of many that those involved in gay and lesbian politics face, and rests entirely on 

the limits and advances achieved through a politics of visibility. In the visibility game, there 

are, as Suzanna Danuta Walters states, simultaneous victories and retrenchments.'^ And 

the cost of visibility, as Walters elucidates, is that again and again, queer folks who 

resemble straight ones form the bulk of the representational power, while the real issues of 

difference get elided. In the case of queer parenting, Walters recounts numerous magazine 

and newspaper articles in which the "normalcy" of the family is stressed-everything is the 

same as the straight families except for the one little thing of two mommies or two 

daddies. Even in accounts by queer families, "sameness with hetero families is stressed" 

(215), to Walters' (and my) consternation. Connected to this issue is one with which I am 

primarily concerned: that of heterosexism, or in Walters' term, the "gay sameness" (215) 

story, operating in films about queer parenting, even in films produced by queers. 

Particularly when the use of reproductive technologies is figured, most of these films 

portray the technologies as "unnatural," and often the main characters get pregnant 

through a dalliance with a member of the opposite gender. Concurrently, race is a 

troublesome concept in most of these films, resulting often in an imperial stance toward 

international adoption, or by the very fact of the seeming ubiquitous whiteness of queer 

families in these films. Despite the writings by many that queer use of reproductive 

technologies presents a rather revolutionary potential in disrupting the conflation of 

gender and parenting roles, these films largely replicate that which the writers claim is 
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being de-bunked. 

In these films, those who partly occupy the position of pity by hetero, white 

liberalism, the queers, participate in the pity/control contradiction by portraying 

themselves both as transformative and simultaneously as conforming. Utilizing the "gay 

sameness" strategy assuages liberal pity with its reassurance that such virtual sameness 

means the same things as hetero parenting-love, provisions, guidance. These filmmakers 

then control themselves by limiting the radical potential of depicting the difference of gay 

families; the use of the sameness strategy by definition is not transformative because it 

does not fundamentally challenge our culture's notion of "family." And yet, there are ways 

in which the act of queer family-making is in itself a transformative act, in its challenge of 

gender and sexual norms. The films discussed here. The Birdcage (1996), The Velocity of 

Gary (1998), By Design (1981), the would-be lesbian parents segment of If These Walls 

Could Talk 2 (2000), Fresh Kill (1994), and Chutney Popcorn (1999), all participate in 

varying degrees in the sameness strategy (and in its concurrent resistance) and in the 

attention to the simultaneous construction of race and sexuality. Conception is often 

distinguished between "natural" (heterosexual sex) and "unnatural" (reproductive 

technologies) methods, as in the nationalistic films examined in the preceding chapter. 

Additionally, gender norms are challenged by sissy fathers and butch mothers which also 

serves to essentialize the role of the other parent as seemingly more like hetero parents. 

Race is figured as something that is commodifiable in If These Walls Could Talk 2, and as 

something that complicates and challenges gender and sexual norms in Chutney Popcorn. 
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And so while I claim that queer filmmakers have become complicit, even engaging directly 

in the pity/control double discourse, there are nonetheless transformative possibilities 

within these resulting texts. 

Queer Repro Tech 

For some feminists who have written about reproductive technologies, lesbian use 

of them is often applauded as the ultimate resistance to patriarchal medical control of 

reproduction and to normative gender roles in parenting. Gena Corea, in The Mother 

Machine, argues that a lesbian's use of reproductive technology, a practice that unbinds 

reproduction legally from a man, is a risky yet laudatory venture precisely because of its 

eradication of a legal father. April Martin, dubbed the "Dr. Spock of gay parenting," is 

extremely celebratory of lesbian parenting, calling it a "radical thing" (Weinstein, 65): 

Lesbian parented families provide a radical perspective on accepted developmental 
theories. All of our research shows that the children raised in lesbian households 
are developing indistinguishably from children raised by mixed-gender parents. The 
gender role expression of the parents doesn't adversely affect the child. It works 
whether you've got two butch moms, two fem moms, or any variety of gender 
expression in each of the women. It's radical. (Weinstein, 66) 

Little is said about the use of reproductive technologies by gay men, though the 

controversy surrounding surrogacy as a potential commodification of the womb certainly 

bears some impact. Because many of those critiquing surrogacy are feminists, these 

writers are largely concerned with the status of the surrogate and whether or not 

surrogacy exploits women, particularly poor women. As Ruth Macklin makes clear, the 



158 

assumptions of these writers is that surrogacy is largely about financial renumeration, so 

they logically assume that poor women would be more attracted to a surrogacy 

arrangement, and that potential surrogates are coerced into the relationship by the 

inducement of a large sum of money rather than competently entering into a contractual 

relationship.'^ Further, this feminist position of exploitation is analogous to the 

controversy over prostitution; the position that women have the ability and right to control 

their bodies contrasts with the critique that "informed consent is an illusion, because it 

rests on an abstract notion of autonomy, divorced from the context of social and political 

reality" (Macklin 39). Situated within this debate are gay men who are financially situated 

to afford a surrogacy contractual relationship. Though gay men are less inscribed in the 

dynamic of women's sexual and reproductive subservience because they do not engage in 

the heterosexual system of domination and exploitation, they nonetheless represent the 

ability to "buy a womb."^ 

Embedded within these praises of lesbian motherhood and condemnations of 

surrogacy is suspicion towards reproductive technologies, their relationships to systems 

of domination and exploitation, and unlikely alliances with both normative ideas of 

mothering and right-wing anti-choice positions. Dion Farquhar, in her analysis of 

discourses of reproductive technologies, marks that fundamentalist discourses which decry 

the effects of reproductive technologies on "'family values,' women, 'nature,' and 

traditional religion" (95) are made up of both religious and feminist thinking. Such 

discourses align women and childbirth with the notion of the "natural" and profess a deep 
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distrust of medical professionals who are wresting reproductive control either from 

women or from God. Part of what is so troubling to these fundamentalist-discourse 

producers about reproductive technologies is its de facto separation of reproduction from 

heterosex, intimating a definitional problem in the equation of "natural" with 

"reproduction." In fact, as Farquhar notes, this separation achieved through the 

introduction of reproductive technologies "performatively declare[s] its [reproduction 

through heterosex] unnaturalness" (183). 

However, Farquhar's insights become problematic when she attempts to imagine 

how the use of reproductive technologies by "other mothers" (single heterosexual women, 

lesbians, gay men) could push the discourse beyond the binary celebratory/condemning set 

of discourses she outlines. Farquhar sees the conceptions, gestations, and parenting roles 

that are hybridized through the "other mothers'" use of reproductive technologies as 

something to be celebrated for all their "refiguring and resignitying [of] maternal practice 

and meaning" (191-2).™ Though she acknowledges that "desires for maternity may be 

partly imbricated with patriarchal desire" (187), their re-vamping through reproductive 

technologies and through their connections to those seen outside the traditional 

configurations of "mother" are imagined by Farquhar as the road to democratizing our 

narrowly defined social categories. Ellen Lewin notes the same dynamic when she remarks 

that resistance to patriarchy is indeed occurring in the formation of queer families, but for 

lesbian mothers in particular, a certain amount of compliance with a cultural conflation of 

women and motherhood is operating as well. 



Both Farquhar's and Lewin's analyses rely on an overly optimistic reading of the 

process by which resistance and compliance occur simultaneously in theories utilized by 

social movements, as elucidated by Michel Foucault, Judith Butler, Ernesto Laclau and 

Chantal Mouflfe, and Aihwa Ong. In Foucault's description of power relationships, and 

their participation in signifying relationships, he makes clear that discourses, as 

historicized sets of practices, produce bodies (or subjects) through the production of 

knowledge systems. Concepts of sexuality, madness, criminality, among others, are 

historically shifting systems of knowledge that produce bodies within these configurations 

of power/knowledge. But these power relationships are not based in total domination; 

power is exercised in relationships which include domination and resistance as a necessary 

part of the relationship. Importantly, though, the resistances inhered in a power 

relationship are also constructed by discourse and do not exist outside of discourse. This 

limits the possibilities for resistance, but does not exclude them. As Judith Butler discusses 

in Gender Trouble, since subjects are constituted within sets of repeating discursive acts 

rather than at one moment in time, variations within those sets of repetitions could take 

place with some transformative potential. Further, in The Psychic Life of Power, Butler 

points out that the power conditions necessary for subjection are not necessarily the exact 

same power conditions the subject might use in agentive moments, because power shifts 

and changes shape. Resistance, then, although culturally constituted, can occur in a more 

dispersed way than in direct resistance to the modes of subordination. Concurrently, the 

conditions of subordination are not continuously repeated in the same configuration. 
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which then always enable other forms of resistance. Laclou and Mouffe echo Butler's 

points when, in imagining large-scale social transformations, they underscore the lack of 

meaning within liberal and conservative discourses, which could allow for different forms 

of articulation and redefinition. In studying factory women workers in Malaysia, Aihwa 

Ong observed these theories in practice. Ong finds that in the shift toward a capitalist 

economy, "young [Malaysian] women are being reconstituted" (8). As cash-earners, these 

women gain independence from familial men, which produces a new category of kinship 

relations, yet they are subject to political and economic coercion by men within the 

corporations for whom they work. Ong's work outlines how power relationships produce 

a range of subject-effects, both constraining and liberatory. 

Those engaged in queer politics are primarily focused on utilizing Foucault's 

insights about modern power, especially its productive and constraining elements, to 

envisage a set of transformative moments. Certainly, as Mark Blasius argues, queer 

sexuality by definition challenges the normative constructions of a penetrative, 

reproductive sexuality. Ellen Lewin remarks that lesbian sexuality is transgressive because 

it both occurs independently of men and is by definition non-procreative.'"' Yet politically, 

queer sexuality provokes mainstream cultural anxieties which attempt to contain 

queemess, particularly by participating in the queer politics of visibility. As I have argued 

above, liberal pity makes room for queer visibility, but the concurrent cultural need to 

control the subjects of pity limits the real transformative power of that visibility. What 

results is the "sameness strategy" outlined by Walters, and takes many forms within 
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mainstream and queer cultural productions and actions. In representational systems, the 

"sameness strategy" abounds, particularly both in mainstream and in queer film. In the 

case of queer parenting, a phrase which exemplifies resistance and compliance within 

itself, some films limit the representation of both queerness and parenting operating 

together. There are exceptions, however, in both mainstream and queer productions, 

where challenges to sameness provide examples of where representations of queerness 

could go. Not only do queerness and parenting seem not at odds with each other (some 

films even make the two seem "natural" together), but the films do three important things. 

1) critique the conflation of gender and parenting roles that have become culturally 

normative, 2) develop story lines that take queer parenting as a fact and use narrative plots 

that don't question that fact, and 3) critique the ways in which race has been configured 

within the familial cultural schema. 

Why the Caged Bird Sings 

In Mike Nichols' The Birdcage (1996), a re-make of Edouard Molinaro'sZa Cage 

am Folks (1978), parenting and gender are at once confused and essentialized through a 

remarkable conflation of the male with mothering, albeit an extremely feminized maleness. 

Gay parenting is portrayed as more loving and supportive than right-wing parenting in the 

film, even if paradoxically the gay parenting tends to fall along more traditional gender-

role lines. Additionally, racial identity is ridiculed through the antics of the houseboy, 

Agador (Hank Azaria). In a largely Hispanic area (as well as gay) of Florida, the only main 



163 

character of color is Agador (though actor Azaria is white), and his character is a purely 

comical element to the story. 

Armand (Robin Williams) and Albert (Nathan Lane) Goldman together have raised 

Armand's biological son, Val (Dan Futterman) since birth. Armand runs the drag club. 

The Birdcage, in which Albert stars and above which they live, in South Beach, Florida. 

Albert is not only a renowned drag queen on stage, but he dresses and acts like (and refers 

to himself as) a woman. In stereotypical hysterical fashion, Albert fusses over his rapidly 

declining youthful looks, obsesses that Armand is having an affair, and frequently causes 

scenes of unbelievable drama. Though Val refers to Albert by his name and not as 

"mother," he and Armand treat Albert daintily and with caution. Val, now in college, has 

become engaged to Barbara Keeley (Calista Flockhart), the daughter of extremely right-

wing Senator Kevin Keeley from Ohio (Gene Hackman), the co-founder of the Coalition 

for Moral Order, and his wife Louise (Dianne Wiest). Knowing that her parents would 

forbid a marriage to a son of non-Christian gay men, Barbara manufactures identities for 

Val's parents that erase their gayness and their Jewishness. To avoid becoming embroiled 

in a scandal that would demean the Coalition for Moral Order, the Keeleys decide to visit 

the Goldman's home for dinner, Val convinces Armand to re-decorate the house and to 

pretend to be straight. Val's biological mother, Katherine Archer (Christine Baranski), 

who Val has never met, agrees to come to dinner as Val's mother and Armand's wife. 

Because Albert reacts dramatically to being asked to leave, and because Armand "loves 

Albert too much," Albert stays hidden away until Katherine is late and Albert appears, in 
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drag and posing as the mother and wife. More confusion ensues when Katherine finally 

arrives and Albert is unmasked, and Armand's and Albert's real relationship revealed. The 

story ends as the Keeleys are smuggled out of the club, all dressed in drag, to avoid the 

hordes of news reporters who have tracked him down to the club. 

Throughout the film, Albert's position as a drag queen both enables him to act in 

culturally acceptable forms of mothering (and wife-ing), and makes his identity as a man 

more problematic. In this sense, then, his mothering is seen as an extension of his 

considerable time spent as a woman. While the fluidity with which Albert acts as woman, 

man, and mother simultaneously is potentially disruptive of gender-normative parenting 

roles, the strong cultural conflation of woman with mother makes his moments as a man 

some of the most comedic points in the film. Additionally, Albert's status as part-time 

drag queen, mother, woman, and man becomes a problem in the film that is unsuccessfully 

addressed. While Albert is most often hyperventilating, picking up Val's laundry, ordering 

food fi-om the open-air market, or performing in drag, his status as Val's mother shifts 

continuously in the film. At one point, when Val and Barbara are dancing and Barbara 

refers to Albert as Val's mother, Val says "Albert's not my mother, he's a drag queen." 

She says "That's right-he just sounds so much like a mother." In fact, Albert's 

performance as a mother/woman is replete with profoundly anti-womanist 

statements-statements that resound heavily with Senator Keeley's fundamentalist 

beliefs-like talking about killing the woman who attempts to have an abortion ("If they're 

going to kill the baby anyway, let it go down with the ship."). At another moment, Val 
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only refers to Albert as his mother when he de-wigs Albert and reveals Albert's gender to 

the Keeleys. His mother is a man. This occurs after Katherine appears, also claiming to be 

Val's mother, and the Keeleys ask how many mothers Val has. "Only one," says Val, as he 

de-wigs Albert. At this point, Katherine introduces herself to Val and tells Armand and 

Albert they have "done a good job" raising Val. In this role reversal (usually, in these 

narratives, the biological father returns to meet the grown child that the biological mother 

has raised by herself), Katherine, who claims no maternal feelings, acts as the disappeared 

dad who approves of Armand's and Albert's mothering. And just in case there was any 

doubt left as to whether or not dressing in drag brings out the woman in anyone, when 

Senator Keeley is dressed as a woman to get out of the club and avoid the press, he 

worries about looking fat in his white dress and panics that he will be the only "girl" not 

dancing with anyone. 

Race is a troublesome concept in The Birdcage as well, where a Latino character 

and Latin music are used as either comedy or mere appropriation. Agador, the Goldmans' 

houseboy, is a would-be drag performer who is forever shoeless and wears next-to-

nothing. He is entirely devoted to Albert as in a prototypical housewife/domestic 

relationship. In a thick accent, Agador reminds Armand that his father was the shaman of 

his tribe and his mother was a high priestess, indicating that he should be treated with 

respect, which Armand immediately refutes. At one point Agador constructs his own 

exoticization when, begging Armand to be put in the drag show, says: "Are you afraid of 

my Guatemalan-ness, my natural heat? You're afraid I'm too primitive to be on the stage 
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with your estrogen Rockettes." And primitive he proves himself to be, when the Keeleys 

come to dinner and he is forced to cook a meal and wear shoes. He consistently trips on 

his shoes and makes "peasant soup" for dinner, the only course. Characterized as too 

primitive to wear the clothing of civilization, and to realize the necessity of more than one 

course for a formal meal, Agador's Guatemalan-ness is nothing more than a over-

exaggeration of his national affiliation or his Indian heritage. Additionally, besides the two 

times Sister Sledge's "We Are Family" is played (at the beginning and end of the film), 

most of the soundtrack is Latino music, albeit mainstream versions like music from the 

Miami Sound Machine. Regardless, with such a Latino ambience, everyone except for 

Agador is white, which relegates the very real Latino presence in southern Florida to a 

mere backdrop, negating its cultural impact on south Florida. 

Interestingly, the film does depict the Goldman family as the more ideal family, 

especially in contrast to the Keeleys. The Keeleys' home is austere and in the midst of 

snowy Ohio. Their maid, Bridget (Dorothy Constantine), is white and clad in a traditional 

maid's uniform, as opposed to the near-nudity of Agador. The Goldmans live in a warm, 

snow-free place and their home is colorful (large green leaves are painted on the walls) 

and lavishly decorated (complete with statutes of various Greek gods). When their home is 

converted by Val to be something akin to the Keeleys' taste, everything is removed and 

replaced with straight-backed confining chairs and a huge crucifix on the wall. Until the 

Keeleys come to Florida, every scene at the Keeleys is immediately followed by one at the 

Goldmans, underscoring the difference between the two homes. Additionally, the 
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relationship between Armand and Albert, though not perfect, is one of the focal points of 

the film They are constantly working toward making things right with each other, Armand 

has secretly put all he owns in Albert's name, and their long-term relationship surpasses 

the relationship status of Val's classmates' parents; "I'm the only guy in my fraternity who 

doesn't come from a broken home." Though the Keeleys are also still together, the 

Senator is drawn to Albert (as Mrs. Goldman) because she represents even more of a 

right-wing conservative than Louise. Because the depiction of the Keeleys is so austere, 

the warmness of the Goldmans makes their family much more appealing, especially to 

Barbara, who considers defecting to the other family when the Keeleys, after they find out 

about the Goldmans' queemess, ask Barbara to leave with them. Even the Senator enjoys 

himself a bit more when, once in drag, he finds himself singing "We Are Family," 

intimating that his once-conservative life now includes queer family members. 

But queer family members can also look extremely heteronormative, where what 

initially seems transformatively queer ends up looking like a nuclear family myth. In The 

Velocity of Gary (1998), Gary (Thomas Jane) is in love with Valentino (Vincent 

D'Onofrio) who is also in love with Mary Carmen (Salma Hayek). Though there are some 

power struggles between Gary and Mary Carmen for Valentino's attention, all three 

continue to accept each other's presence and co-exist. When Valentino is diagnosed with 

AIDS and quickly deteriorates, the three move in together to better care for Valentino. 

When joking that they are a family, Mary Carmen says that Gary is the father, which he 

quickly denies wanting. Ultimately, though, Gary is the one who sees rent is paid, proper 
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food is in the apartment, and worries over Valentino's energy level and medicine intake. 

He becomes the de facto father, despite his desire not to be. Ironically, Mary Carmen 

discovers she is pregnant with Valentino's baby and concurrently discovers she, too, is 

HIV+. Gary remains HIV-. 

Though the characters' HIV status could be levied at their professions, Valentino 

is an ex-pom star and Mary Carmen is a prostitute, while Gary is a phone sex operator, 

ultimately Gary's bent toward responsibility characterizes him as "worthy" of negative 

status. After Mary Carmen's baby is bom (Valentino has since died), she asks Gary to help 

her and also to take the baby, named Hope, if Mary Carmen dies; "She's not really yours, 

but she's kinda yours-by association." At the end of the film, Gary, holding Hope, sits 

next to Mary Carmen on her hospital bed, forming the holy nuclear family triumvirate. The 

film ends with an extreme close up of Hope, while Valentino's voice-over reads Bram 

Stoker's Dracula in which, after Dracula is dead, the narrator goes to Transylvania and 

describes the "castle, reared high above a waste of desolation." Hope, aptly named, is 

supposed to rise above the wreckage of her parents, ostensibly possible with Gary's help 

as the father-ajob he doesn't relish but seems destined for. In a film that could depict 

bisexuality in more interesting ways, ultimately Valentino's queerness kills him, and Mary 

Carmen's role as hysterical Latina is cut short. Gary, who we know is a "nice guy" 

because he rescues a beaten-up drag queen in the beginning of the film, is seen as 

redeemer (the one to raise Hope) and father rolled into one. Potentially interesting because 

it depicts a gay dad who will raise a non-biological child, the film leaves us only to imagine 
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it. Certainly Gary's gayness is not configured within the tropes of drag or associations 

with the feminine, as is Albert's, but his ability to provide and manage mark him as the 

ultimate male/father. 

Two other mainstream films about gay fathers provide conflicting ideas about 

culturally normative parenting roles. Nicholas Hytner's The Object of My Affection (1998) 

and John Schlesinger's The Next Best Thing (2000) both portray single, straight women 

who choose gay men to become fathers to their children. In The Object of My Affection, 

Nina (Jennifer Aniston) asks her best friend George (Paul Rudd) to live with her and raise 

the child she conceived with Vince (John Pankow) because Vince is over-bearing and 

George is supportive of her choices. Ultimately, Nina rescinds her request when George 

becomes involved with Paul (Amo Gulinello), making George unfairly choose between a 

sex life and parenthood with her. Nina eventually falls in love and raises her child with 

Louis Crowley (Kevin Carroll), the Black police officer who drives her home after her 

purse is stolen. Though George and Paul continue to be a presence in Nina and Louis' 

family life, her choice to enjoy a sexual relationship with the man who raises her child is 

never critiqued while George's privileging of an active sex life is. As James Keller notes, 

this conundrum departs significantly from Stephen McCauley's novel, from which the film 

is drawn. In the novel, Paul has an adopted child already, and so George's decision is not 

whether or not to parent, but whether or not to be involved in a simulated straight family 

or a more-fulfilling queer one. Race is also a strange narrative in the film. In the opening 

scenes, white children are performing a version of The Little Mermaid (George is their 
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teacher) which is contrasted with a group of black teenage girls at a community center 

talking about fucking (Nina is their group facilitator). After this stark contrast is drawn, 

the interracial union between Nina and Louis is unquestioned, though as Keller points out, 

her choice to be with Louis indicates her penchant for less popular notions of nuclear-

family bliss. 

In the cautionary The Next Best Thing, a drunken sexual encounter between best 

friends straight Abbey (Madonna) and gay Robert (Rupert Everett), they think, produces a 

son, Sam (Malcolm Stumpf). Abbey and Robert agree to live together and raise Sam 

together. Throughout the film, Robert's and Sam's close relationship is figured 

prominently, so much so that Abbey's eventual suit for sole custody seems utterly 

homophobic. In fact, both Robert and Abbey pursue sexual relationships, but Robert 

keeps his outside the home whereas Abbey brings Ben (Benjamin Bratt) into her bedroom 

which, Robert feels, is confusing and potentially harmful to Sam. During the court scenes, 

Robert's status as a gay man is used by Abbey's lawyer to demean and disqualify him for 

parenting. The judge, however, does acknowledge Robert's deep attachment to Sam but 

nevertheless awards custody to Abbey. At the end, a reconciliation between Robert and 

Abbey occurs, and Ben remains supportive of Robert's parenting. Again, a non-normative 

situation develops, with a similar plethora of non-genetically related father-figures 

parenting the child. Though the court scenes are heightened homophobia, Robert's 

fatherhood is undeniably established through them. As Keller states, "Robert is willing to 

humiliate himself in court" (174) simply because he is his father. So while the mothers 
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eventually marry and partner with other men, the level of involvement by the gay fathers 

remains substantial. Both husbands are unthreatened by the gay dads and actually welcome 

their inclusion into the family schema. 

Lesbian Moms 

In films about lesbian moms, virtually no attention is paid to gender roles and 

parenting, exhibiting the ubiquitousness with which culture conflates womanhood with 

parenting. In the films with gay fathers, much time is spent establishing the men's abilities 

and affinities for parenting, in characterizations ranging fi'om feminized performance to 

masculinized management skills. In films about lesbian moms, however, most screen time 

is dedicated to the "how" of getting pregnant, particularly in the cases of By Design and If 

These Walls Could Talk 2. In these two films, the use of reproductive technologies, 

particularly in By Design, is construed as unnatural, to the point where the women are 

both impregnated by rendezvous with men. The entire segment of If These Walls is 

dedicated to the decision-making process of how to have a baby, and there a struggle 

between the naturalness and unnaturalness of using reproductive technologies takes place. 

In these two films, the conflict between heteronormative baby-making and the 

transformative potential of lesbian baby-making without the significant presence of men is 

drawn out with somewhat different results. 

By Design (1981) is the oldest film examined here, and so part of the critique I 
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reproductive technologies. Angie (Sara Botsford) and Helen (Patty Duke Astin) are 

women's clothing designers who own a business together and are life partners. Helen 

desperately wants a baby, and so the two of them investigate their options. Though their 

adoption counselor is willing to bend the rules to place a child with the women, her boss 

rejects the idea because it is against the law. Alternative insemination is considered next, 

until the two see a potential donor leave the donor room: a smoking, drunk, and dirty 

homeless man. They then roam the city, scrutinizing men they see on the street as potential 

donors. Uncomfortable with this potential anonymity, they ask their photographer friend 

Terry (Saul Rubinek) to act as stud, a task to which he readily agrees partly due to his 

secret love for Helen. After Helen and Angie fight in the elevator on the way to Terry's 

apartment, Angie leaves Helen alone with Terry and, upset, picks up a young man with 

whom she has sex in a motel room. Meanwhile, Helen is anxious about having sex with 

Terry and consistently attempts to phone Angie, who is not at home. Both Helen and 

Angie become pregnant through these encounters, though Helen's baby (a boy) is 

stillborn. Angie gives birth to a girl that they both nurse. The film ends with a shot of 

another pregnant woman, Suzie (Sonia Zimmer), a model that Terry has fallen in love with 

and impregnated. 

This film is interesting in its depiction of transgressive lesbian sex and 

heteronormative baby-making at the same time. When Angie and Helen are having sex 

with the young man and Terry, they both act uninterested. While Angie is having sex with 
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the young man, she phones Angie at Terry's and the two proceed to have phone sex while 

they both are having sex with the men. What was once a boring task with men becomes 

exciting only when they are able to talk to each other at the same time. Terry, who when 

we first meet him is grabbing models' rear ends and showing off his wall collage of 

photographs of breasts, is punished for chauvinistic behavior by feeling exploited by Helen 

and Angie in the process of impregnating Helen. This gender role reversal is culminated 

when, by the end of the film, Terry settles down with Suzie and begins a family with her. 

Though certainly Terry's genesis into a family man is an extremely heteronormative plot, 

his transformation comes about as the result of his inability to sexually satisfy a lesbian, 

who cannot enjoy the experience until she is able to fantasize a woman in his place. At the 

same time, however, both pregnancies are the result of sex with men, an option chosen 

over other possibilities of family-making. This heteronormative assumption, that sex 

should be the normative method of producing babies, precludes adoption and reproductive 

technologies. Further, in discussions between Helen and Angie about the possibility of 

shopping for donor sperm, Helen declares the manufacturing of perfect babies to be 

immoral, a declaration that leads them to using Terry. Ironically, though Angie and Helen 

seem to dislike the idea of an anonymous donor, the baby who survives is the result of a 

one-night stand, with a man Angie cannot even recall. This kind of anonymity bothers 

Helen, who badgers Angie about the man's physical appearance. Despite the conditions of 

the baby's conception, Helen still harbors heteronormative desires regarding that 

conception; that the donor is a stranger problematizes her preferred narrative. 
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Anne Heche directed then-partner Ellen DeGeneres and Sharon Stone in the third 

and final segment of HBO's If These Walls Could Talk 2 (2000), a compendium of three 

short films about lesbian lives that occur in the same house over time. "2000," as the 

segment is entitled, features a lesbian couple deciding how to create a family. Fran (Stone) 

and Kal (DeGeneres) are fairly firm in the decision that they want to get Fran pregnant. 

When their plan for known donors falls through, they do some internet shopping for 

sperm, after briefly considering adoption. Astounded by the range of choices at the sperm 

bank, they finally settle on a donor under pressure of Fran's ovulation. After a few 

attempts with at-home insemination, they eventually inseminate in a doctor's office, and 

the segment ends with a positive pregnancy test. While Fran and Kal seem to be very 

accepting about the insemination process, Kal is ultimately obsessed about her lack of 

sperm, her inability to create a baby with Fran that is "a product of our love." There is also 

some contention when Fran suggests using "ethnic" sperm and Kal laments that she wants 

the baby to look like her (a strange desire, considering Fran and Kal look exactly like each 

other). After every insemination, Fran and Kal make love. Lesbian sex in the context of 

reproduction underscores Fran and Kal's desire to make this conception as sexual as 

possible (and thereby to deny the non-sexuality of using reproductive technologies). 

Additionally, this juxtaposition with sex and reproduction illustrates Kal's desire to 

impregnate Fran on her own. However, in a funny moment that speaks to Ellen Lewin's 

point of the transgressive potential of lesbian mothering, while Kal rushes off to the sperm 

bank to pick up the sperm, acting like a nervous dad-to-be, Fran is busy boiling the turkey 
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baster, all to the soundtrack of the Eurythmics' "Sisters Are Doing It For Themselves." 

Unfortunately, the racial politics in "2000" are imperialistic. The segment begins 

with Fran dancing around her bedroom to the music of Santana, getting ready for a 

meeting with their potential donors. Throughout the rest of the segment, she is often 

wearing a kimono and the house is decorated in minimalist Japanese decor, with rice-paper 

lampshades and screens. Their use of this decor is underscored when Fran, after browsing 

through donor profiles, suggests that they should think about having an "ethnic baby" 

because "ethnic babies are so beautiful." Clearly, for Fran, ethnicity is a commodity, 

whether it's clothing, furnishings, or sperm/babies, and these commodities are all available 

for her consumption. 

Two other films about lesbian mothers point to a kind of politics of representation 

is indicative of more transformative ideas about the representation of reproductive 

technologies, and really take to task the ways in which race, nationalism, and sexuality are 

intertwined with issues of reproduction. Additionally, they confront liberal issues of pity 

by unabashedly displaying difference. Rather than create reproductions that elicit cultural 

attempts at control, these films control their own representation of their reproduction, by 

not capitulating to the sameness strategy to make their reproduction more "palatable" in 

cuhure. This tactic is risky in the financial sense, since Fresh Kill (1994) never got wide 

distribution, and Chutney Popcorn (1999), though occasionally appearing on cable movie 

networks, was widely distributed only for a very short run. Nevertheless, aspects of both 

films point us in the direction of a more equitable system of representation of reproductive 
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technologies, in ail their complexities. 

Shu Lea Cheang's Fresh Kill (1994) stars Sarita Choudhury (from Mississippi 

Masala [Mira Nair, 1991]) as a lesbian mom, partnered with Claire (Erin McMurty) and 

who, as a couple, are already established with no discernible conflicts. Shareen 

(Choudhury) and Claire are moms to Honey (Nelini Stamp), and Shareen runs a salvage 

yard in Staten Island (where they also live) while Claire is a server at a trendy sushi 

restaurant. When the sushi delicacy, lips of a particular fish, are found to be toxic as a 

result of old hydrogen-bomb leaks on the ocean floor in Japan, New York City goes crazy, 

especially when it seems a multinational corporation is responsible for using the fish for 

cat food. Soon, cats and those who enjoy the specialty (including Honey) begin to glow 

green and speak in tongues. In the midst of this, Honey is kidnapped and it is suspected 

that the corporation is responsible. Meanwhile, a global guerilla group takes over the 

television station, and eventually, the city turns to eco-friendly products. 

While the film is largely a critique of toxic nuclear waste,multinational 

corporations, and instant gratification derived from fads, the film also, mostly as a sideline, 

depicts some of the complications of a multi-racial, lesbian-parented household. Although 

it is not clear. Honey appears to be the biological child of Shareen and a friend, Jiannbin 

Lui (Abe Lim), an Asian man who works with Claire at the restaurant. They also pose as 

married for the benefit of Shareen's father, Clayton Lightfoot (Rino Thunder), a Native 

American. To round out the racial picture, Claire, who appears white, has a Black mother, 

Mimi (Laurie Carlos) and they both have an Eastern-European surname, Mayakovsky. 
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Claire, incidentally, plays the accordion, often associated with Eastern European polka 

culture. When Honey is returned to Claire and Shareen after being missing for ten days, 

they discover that it was Clayton who had her, wanting to spend time with his grandchild. 

Upon returning her, he demands that Shareen introduce him to Claire, intimating that he 

knew her charade with Jiannbin (Johnny) was just that. Meanwhile, Mimi keeps referring 

to Shareen as "Shirley;" though comfortable with Claire's life, she just cannot remember 

Claire's partner's actual name, which may indicate her discomfort with Shareen's race.'""^ 

The racial panoply of couplings and family configurations in the film is presented without 

explanation, so that racial distinctions become impossible to disentangle. 

And while the non-white people in the film are nonchalant about their racial 

intermixing, the other white woman in the film, Pam Mandel, makes the most fetishistic 

comment about miscegenation, more obvious by the fact that no one else seems to care. A 

patron at the sushi restaurant, Pam is flirting with Johnny while he prepares sushi: "Babies 

are the obsession of the decade... and fathers with babies are so sexy. I'm serious, just 

think, the osmosis of two splendid cultures, the triumph of superb genetic blending, and 

fun, too. I want it all." When Johnny remains unresponsive to her, she quips to the man 

seated next to her, "It's just my Oriental thing." Moments later, her colleague Stuart (Will 

Kempe), sexually approaches her, and later Pam reveals that she is pregnant with Stuart's 

baby. Incidentally, Stuart has been the biggest consumer of the tainted delicacy, and he 

frequently glows green, switches languages while speaking, and speaks in tongues. Pam 

has sunk from coveting Asian sperm to conceiving children with potentially toxic-affected 
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sperm. Her exoticization, characterized in the film as racist comments to Johnny, is 

punished by the birth of toxic-affected children. 

Nisha Ganatra wrote, produced, directed, and co-starred in Chutney Popcorn 

(1999), a tale of a lesbian who decides to act as a surrogate for her infertile sister. When 

Sarita (Sakina Jafirey) and her white husband Mitch (Nick Chinlund) cannot have a child, 

Santa's lesbian sister Reena (Ganatra) decides she would like to act as Sarita's surrogate. 

Reena's partner Lisa (Jill Hennessy) and mother Meena (Madhur Jaffrey) are not pleased 

about the proposal. Eventually, Sarita and Mitch's marriage falls apart, just when Reena 

conceives and Lisa leaves her. Concurrently, Meena is stniggling to accept Reena's 

lesbianism (and her choice of white Jill as her partner), and trying to find a way to include 

these new familial configurations into certain Hindu ceremonies she performs. The film 

ends with Reena and Lisa reunited and raising the baby. Rounding out the family picture is 

Lisa's mother Loretta (Priscilla Lopez), who is so supportive of Reena and Lisa that she 

provides strong contrast to Meena's struggle. 

The usual narrative of struggling with how to get pregnant is usurped in this film 

by deeper questions of family, loyalty, and love. Reena never questions her desire to have 

a baby, and rejects any similarity between her decision and a heteronormative model. 

When Reena and Lisa's friend Janis (Cara Buono) tells Reena that she is just being used to 

perpetuate the heterosexual family model, her comment is followed by one by their ditzy 

fiiend Tiffany (Daniella Rich); "Yeah, your body is a battleground for birth control." The 

second statement is so ludicrous that it makes the first statement seem that way as well. 
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Besides, Reena could argue, she is choosing to do this-no one has even asked her nor 

coerced her into being a surrogate. Reena's lesbian pregnancy does appear hypocritical 

when, in a touching scene, Reena, largely pregnant, is ignored by a young lesbian passing 

out pamphlets on a street corner. At this moment, Reena realizes, her visible pregnancy 

acts as a signifier for heterosexuality, so much so that the young lesbian assumes Reena 

would be completely uninterested in her material. Despite this scene, however, ideal 

lesbian relationships are figured to be monogamous and nuclear-family-like. When Lisa 

leaves Reena and moves back in with her mother, Loretta chides Lisa for leaving her 

pregnant girlfriend. Lisa remarks that the baby is not hers, and Loretta responds, "that's 

what they all say." Loretta makes no distinction between partners who leave, regardless of 

gender or biological relationship to fetuses. Loretta is so invested in the nuclear family 

ideal that, after the baby is bom, and Loretta comes to visit, she remarks that the baby 

looks just like Lisa, which is biologically impossible."^ 

Though the film is not well written, moments in which sexuality and race are 

intertwined provide examples of the post-double discourse representations that can occur. 

After Reena begins the process of being inseminated with Mitch's sperm, Mitch, who is a 

condescending psychologist, makes a claim to Sarita about the genderlessness of the god 

Shiva, which counters Sarita's assertion that Shiva is a man. She calls her mother, who 

corroborates Sarita's interpretation. Sarita then says to Mitch; "I don't need Reena 

showing me how to be a woman and you teaching me how to be Indian." Her comment is 

at once a critique of Mitch's attempt to usurp Indian culture as his own, and of the 
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conflation of motherhood with woman-ness. Santa's statement is a bold remark about the 

ways in which Mitch's patriarchal imperialism and culture's naturalization of the feminine 

with motherhood construct her gender, her sexuality, her nationality, and her race. 

While Sarita struggles with Mitch's white appropriation of Indian-ness, Meena 

eventually finds a way to include both Lisa and Mitch in Hindu ritual, as an acceptance of 

both whiteness and lesbianism within her family. Late in the film, Meena gathers the family 

in a ritual to bless the fetus in Reena's eighth month of pregnancy. While she places the 

family members in their appropriate places, she positions Lisa in the traditional husband 

place, and creates a new space for Mitch. Radical in her re-positioning of traditional roles 

within a ceremony, Meena's move from referring to Lisa initially as Reena's "roommate" 

to considering her the full-fledged partner of her daughter is one of the major transitions in 

the film. That lesbianism is "right" and Meena's struggle is considered a problem is 

comically underscored by another scene in which lesbianism is seen as transgressive. While 

Mitch is outside watering his lawn and holding the hose much like he was holding his 

penis, Reena walks by and the water pressure immediately drops to a mere trickle. His 

emasculation by this moment, as well as his removal from the "husband" place in Meena's 

ritual, signifies lesbianism usurpation of the normative. 

Both Fresh Kill and Chutney Popcorn, in their unabashed depictions of lesbianism 

and race relations, point to a politics of representation that complicate and challenge the 

pity/control double discourse discussed in this dissertation. In a democratic hegemony that 



181 

allows for conservative reproductive control to coexist with liberal empathy for those 

controlled, these films escape this conundrum by eschewing the sameness strategy on 

sexual and racial terms. Overt in their presentation of lesbianism, with no relationship to 

heterosexuality (unless it is depicted as right, as in Chutney Popcorn's water hose scene), 

and in their presentation of lesbian motherhood as a fact removed from heteronormativity. 

Fresh Kill and Chutney Popcorn leave no room for liberal empathy. Lesbian motherhood 

is the norm here, and anyone's struggle over that is the problem to be resolved in the 

films. 

Additionally, relationships between parenting and race are depicted to make color

blindness a problem, rather than an alternative to racism. Mitch's color-blind attempts to 

claim knowledge about Indian culture are thwarted. While the almost-universal racial 

hybridity of the main characters in Fresh Kill might seem to describe a politics of color

blindness, indeed these hybridities are critiques of color-blindness in that race is so overly 

depicted in the film that one cannot overlook it. Further, these films intertwine race and 

sexuality in ways that the other films discussed in this book cannot. Whereas films in the 

1930s focused on liberal empathy for racial and sexual monsters, and contemporary films 

depicted the non-white mother's inability to parent without white intervention. Fresh Kill 

and Chutney Popcorn present race much like lesbianism-as a fact and not a problem. 

Though such characterizations confront liberal pity and defy attempts at control, they 

"work" in contemporary US culture because they still elicit liberal empathy. Toxic threats 

to a child's wellbeing, a seeming child abduction, and a woman who wants to have a baby 
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and wants her mother to accept her significant other are all universal enough themes that 

do not threaten heteronormativity. That these themes occur in milieus which confront 

concurrent constructions of race and sexuality would not overshadow potentials for 

cultural commiseration with the characters' plights. 

In fact, the coexistence of cultural critique and empathetic narrative conventions 

invokes another response that co-exists with the liberal pity/control double discourse; the 

ability to laugh at oneself as a release from guilt. While cultural control works in tandem 

with pity, as I have discussed in this book, the guilt of coercive practices is also absolved 

by self-humiliation. This relationship is best exemplified in Chutney Popcorn when Mitch, 

who in the most liberal construction of white maleness, attempts to assimilate into his 

wife's Indian culture yet his domineering interpretations of that culture are underscored by 

his overall paternalistic character. His intent to "be" a tad Indian becomes an attempt to 

"own" Indian-ness and reinterpret it with a white inflection. This kind of white male power 

is heavily critiqued in the film by Sarita's scolding, which also results in a liberal ability to 

laugh at Mitch as a cultural catharsis for imperial and colonial nationalisms. As Tarzan 

serves this liberal guilt by domineering colonialists in Afi-ica, and nationalistic films justify 

their retrenchments of "naturalized" reproduction by appealing to issues of human rights 

abuses, feminism, and heterosexism, so, too, does Sarita's refusal to have her gender, 

sexuality, motherhood, race, and nationalism scripted by others participates in the 

assuaging of liberal guilt by humiliating Mitch. That his humiliation again occurs through 

Reena's emasculation of him via the water hose imagery makes an important intervention 



in the representations of race, sexuality, and nationalism in films about reproductive 

technologies. These two moments, which utilize liberal guilt to serve their own 

representational ends, at once make a viewer identify both with Mitch (a traditional film 

subject), as a laughable entity, and with former film objects like lesbians and Indian 

women, as the ones who critique Mitch. Though the self-humiliation axis of the 

pity/control/guilt triumvirate makes problematic representations possible, as outlined in 

this book, it also makes transgressive moments feasible, as demonstrated in these scenes 

from Chutney Popcorn. As Meena suggests in her final ritual in the film, perhaps we are 

all queer family. 
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ENDNOTES 

Introduction 

1. Depo-Provera, an injectable contraceptive, was administered to non-white women in 
the US and the Third World. Coerced by threats of loss of jobs or welfare benefits, these 
women accepted the injections which can cause heavy bleeding, cancer, and other 
reactions to high doses of progestin in the body. Norplant, which is surgically embedded 
under a woman's skin, was provided coercively to women on welfare. Often, however, 
when women suffered terrible side effects and wanted Norplant removed, the state would 
refuse to pay for the removal (a cost ranging from $ 150 to $500). For more information, 
see Dorothy Roberts' Killing the Black Body, particularly chapter 3. Gena Corea is one 
feminist anti-technologist who imagines a future of coerced surrogates of color. See her 
The Mother Machine. 

2. Hartouni also points out that, contrary to all popular and juridical accounts of this case, 
the baby is mixed-race, not white. Genetically related to both Mark and Crispina, the baby 
is white and Filipina. As Hartouni remarks, in the context of the blackness of Anna 
Johnson, though, the baby's mixed-ness becomes white as a contrast to Anna's blackness. 

3. For a more detailed analysis of these interviews and the case, see chapter 2. 

4. "Breeding sows" is Gena Corea's term, and "living laboratories" is Robyn Rowland's. 

5. Gena Corea is by no means the only feminist writer that sees the technologies as 
exploitative of women. See also, and this is by no means an exhaustive list, Robyn 
Rowland, Renate Klein, Janice Raymond, and the following anthologies; Man-Made 
Women (eds. Gena Corea et al), Test-Tube Women (eds. Rita Arditti, Renate Klein, and 
Shelly Minden), and Made to Order (eds. Patricia Spall one and Deborah Steinberg). 

Chapter 1 

6. Some films that Pemick mentions are, in chronological order. The Strenuous Life, or 
Anti-Race Suicide (Edison, 1904), A Foe to Race Suicide (Kleine, 1912), A Victim of 
Heredity (Kalem, 1913), Eugenics at the Bar "IJ" Ranch (Selig, 1914), WoodB. Wedd 
and the Microbes (Edison, 1914), The Eugenic Boy (Thanhouser, 1914), Eugenics Versus 
Love (Beauty, 1914), IJie Eugenic Girl (Selig, 1914), Snakeville's Eugenic Marriage 
(Essanay, 1915), A Case of Eugenics (Vitagraph, 1915), A Disciple of Nietzsche 
(Thanhouser, 1915), The Power of the Mind (Mutual, 1916), ̂  Daughter's Strange 
Inheritance (Broadway Star-Vitagraph, 1917), Are They Born or Made? (Warner, 1917), 
Their Mutual Child (American, 1920), and The Very Idea (Metro, 1920 and RKO, 1929). 
See Pemick 130-1. Of these films mentioned, only a few are known to exist: Strenuous 
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Life is at the Museum of Modern Art (MOMA), as well as Wedd, and Case of Eugenics is 
at the Library of Congress, # FEA 3355. D.W. Griffith made two eugenic films, Man's 
Genesis (1912) for Biograph (at the Library of Congress, #FLA 5558) and The Escape 
(1914) for Reliance-Majestic. For a description of The Escape, see Pemick 134. 

7. Tomorrow's Children suffered greatly at the hands of state censors. A few states 
rejected the film completely while others demanded extensive cuts before approval. New 
York State, which engaged in a three-year court battle to defend their ban of the film 
stated "the sterilization of human beings is not a decent subject for public entertainment." 
See Pernick 124. For a discussion of the New York court case, see de Grazia and 
Newman 215-7. Interestingly, the film is also a critique of,the court process, with a scene 
showing how a judge bows to political pressure to reprieve a senator's relative (and a 
habitual criminal) from sterilization while denying Alice and Jim's appeal. 

8. A German version of the film is at the Library of Congress, #FAA 1298-1299. 

9. This film is also at the Library of Congress, #FBA 6762. 

10. A memo by Laughlin to Frederick Osbom of the American Eugenics Society regarding 
this is in the Frederick Osbom collection (MS Coll #24, folder: "Eugenics in Germany"), 
American Philosphical Society. Several eugenics scholars mention this as well. See 
Proctor 101, Kuhl 48-50, Pernick 138, 165. 

11. Hitler's Children can be found at the Library of Congress, #FCA 2772-2774. 

12. Carl Degler characterizes the 1930s as "the death knell for eugenics." See his In 
Search of Human Nature, 150-3. Mark Haller (Eugenics) also sees the 1930s as a period 
of great decline for eugenics. Other historians mark clear differences between pre- and 
post-World War II eugenics. Although I mainly use Kevles' work here (In the Name of 
Eugenics), other scholars have made a distinction between pre-war and post-war eugenics. 
These include Haller; Kenneth Ludmerer, Genetics and American Society, and Barry 
Mehler, A History of the American Eugenics Society. More recently, historians have 
indicated more of a continuity between the two periods, most notably Wendy Kline 
(Building A Better Race), Diane B. Paul (particularly in "Eugenics and the Left," but in 
her other works as well), and Garland E. Allen ("Eugenics and American Social History"). 

13. This figure comes from biologist Herbert Spencer Jennings, who argued that because 
feeblemindedness could be connected to a recessive gene, and therefore carried by 
"normal" people, a eugenic attempt to eradicate feeblemindedness simply by the current 
sterilization policies "would take 68 generations, or two to three thousand years, to 
decrease the proportion of feebleminded in the population to one per ten thousand" (Kline 
99). 
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14. In fact, between 1931 and 1939, over 20,000 institutionalized people were sterilized, 
which was alrnost triple the number sterilized between 1920 and 1929. See Kline, 107 and 
Reilly, 97. 

15. Kiine is refuting Dawley here-it is he who says Americans were "dragged kicking and 
screaming" toward a social welfare state. See Dawley, 5. 

16. According to Dawley, at this time condoms were mass produced at a rate of 1,5 
million per day. See p 395. This high production rate was aligned closely with their use by 
married couples to prevent pregnancies they could not afford at the time. But this rate also 
coincides with the continued separation of sex from procreation-a direct result of the birth 
control movement already at least two decades old. 

17. The purporting of sterilization as a cost-effective strategy for eliminating unfit 
breeders was hugely successful in the passing of eugenical sterilization laws in various 
states in the US. Further, this line of reasoning worked almost too effectively in the 
sterilization laws passed in Nazi Germany, as dramatized most succinctly in the Nazi 
propaganda film Erbkrank, made in 1934. 

18. American Film Institute Catalog of Feature Films, J931-1940; Entry F3.1465. 

19. "Frankenstein," Variety, December 8, 1931. 

20. The theory of maternal impressions is discussed more fully in chapter 2, but simply, 
it's the theory that a pregnant woman's thoughts render actual physical effects upon the 
baby. Gazing at pictures of, or having consistent dreams about, monsters could produce 
monstrous offspring, for example. 

21. See Huet, chapter 6 (pp 129-62). 

22. Importantly, and not included in the film, Elizabeth, Frankenstein's fiancee, is his first 
cousin. Caroline, Victor's mother, hand-picks Elizabeth for Victor, and so brings her as a 
child to the home, believing that in conjoined domesticity will they find love. This kind of 
pseudo-incest, Hirsch notes, holds the family members together in a way that makes them 
incapable of incorporating strangers into their lives, thereby creating a super-insular family 
unit that is completely closed. See Hirsch, 127. Further, Justine, also not a character in the 
film, is a servant cum daughter who, when it is suspected that she kills William, is 
immediately abandoned by the family. As Hirsch notes, it is the metaphoricity of Justine's 
relationship to the family (as a servant) that makes her a "monstrous simulacrum of a 
family member" (128-9). 

23. See chapter 3 for more on the relationship between family-making and nationalism. 
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24. Hirsch, 118. Quoted text from Shelley comes from Rieger's edited version, p. 52. 

25. For more on the relationship between Whale and the homosexuality of the Monster, 
see Russo, pages 48-52; Mann, pages 184-188; and Morgan. 

26. "Bride of Frankenstein," Variety, May 15, 1935. 

27. "Bride of Frankenstein," New York Times Film Review, May 11, 1935, 21:2. 

28. The study of the Kallikak family was first published in Henry H. Goddard, The 
Kallikak Family in 1912. This case of the Kallikaks was to be used by eugenicists for all 
kinds of reasons: posters at Fit Family Fairs documented Goddard's research, and the 
Kallikak study is even featured in a German-produced public information film about 
eugenics {DasErbe [lite Inheritance], 1936). 

29. Rachel Adams, in Sideshow USA, recounts F. Scott Fitzgerald's experience when, as 
an MGM screenwriter, he shared a lunch table with Daisy and Violet Hilton. When one 
asked the other what she was going to have, his reaction was to run outside and vomit. A 
muted form of this moment appears in Fitzgerald's short story, "Crazy Sunday," found in 
Babylon Revisited, NY: Scribner, 1960. See Adams, 60-1, 237nl and n3. 

30. According to Skal and Savada, Freaks lost the studio $164,000. They call the film "a 
commercial disaster," at a cost of $316,000. See Skal and Savada, 181. Adams refers to 
this same statistic. See Adams, 237n5. 

31. Neither Venus, Hercules, nor Phroso are freaks. 

32. Between the use of gibberish and the symbolic sharing of drink, the allusion of this 
ritual to other depictions of "primitive" cultural activity is clear. The attention to such 
activities was popular in this era, as indicated by the modem art movement's collection of, 
reference to, and stylistic incorporation of what was termed "primitive" art-work of 
children, the insane, and non-western peoples. This 1930s relationship between the 
primitive and western culture is nicely encapsulated in Tarzan and His Mate when Martin 
Arlington (Paul Cavanagh) points to some Africans dancing outside his window and says 
"fresh from the Folies-Bergere." His comment is wry in the sense that the two dances are 
incomparable, but also incisive in the dependence of modern art forms on the primitive for 
inspiration (c.f, Josephine Baker). 

33. Some interpret this moment as Hercules' death, others his castration. Indeed, the 
original ending for the script called for a shot of Hercules singing in a music hall, complete 
(or incomplete!) with falsetto. According to the AFI Catalog, it is unclear whether a 
version of the film with this ending ever circulated. 
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34. The following analysis of emasculation and sexualization comes mostly from Adams' 
interpretation in her third chapter devoted to the film, 60-85. Adams' is a superb analysis, 
only parts of which I reiterate here. Also see Jack Hunter's Inside Teradome, 123-35. 

35.1 use the term "queer" here quite liberally and referencing the panoply of sexual 
activities mentioned within the film. Because the film so explicitly details sexualities other 
than monogamous heterosexuality, 1 term those other possibilities as "queer." The "queer" 
gaze referred to is an extrapolation of film theory's often-discussed "male gaze," 
popularized by Laura Mulvey in "Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema," wherein the 
queer viewer can identify with the material in the same ways that Mulvey outlines for 
white men. Anyone can engage in a queer gaze, but the point is that this gaze was 
uncomfortable for a 1930s audience. 

36. It should be said, however, that when Freaks was found and revived at the Venice 
Film Festival in 1962 (just months after Browning's death), a devoted fandom has ensued. 
Throughout its showings at art-house cinemas and film festivals. Browning's queer gaze 
has found an audience. If only he knew. 

37. In the 1910s, Scott Sidney directed Tarzan of the Apes (First National, 1918, starring 
Elmo Lincoln and Enid Markey). In 1923, National Film released Jungle Trail of the Son 
of Tarzan (dir Harry Revier and Arthur Flaven). Sol Lesser produced two Tarzan films, 
Tarzan the Fearless (1933, dir Robert F. Hill, starring Olympic swimming star Buster 
Crabbe), and Tarzan's Revenge (1938, dir D. Ross Lederman, starring 1936 Olympic 
decathlon champion Glenn Morris and Olympic swimmer Eleanor Holm). In 1935, Ashton 
Dearholt Expedition Pictures produced the serial The New Adventures of Tarzan and the 
feature movie of the same name and year, and a second feature, Tarzan and the Green 
Goddess (1938, dir Edward Kull, starring Stanford University star weight-lifter and 
Olympic shot putter Herman Brix and Ula Holt). And rounding out the 1930s was the 
MGM series, 1932-48, encompassing 12 films all starring two-time Olympic swimming 
champion Johnny Weissmulier as Tarzan (when Jane appears in six of the films, she is 
always played by Maureen O'Sullivan). Versions since the 30s and 40s include two MGM 
remakes of their Tarzan, the Ape Man (with Weissmulier and O'Sullivan), one in 1959, dir 
Joseph M. Newman and starring Dennis Miller and Joanna Barnes (which contains tinted 
stock footage from the 1932 version), and a 1981 version, dir John Derek and starring 
Richard Harris and Bo Derek. MGM also released Tarzan's Fight for Life (1958, dir H. 
Bruce Humberstone, starring Gordon Scott and Eve Brent). Tarzan and the Valley of 
Gold (Banner Productions, dir Robert Day, starring former LA Rams player Mike Henry 
and Nancy Novak) was released in 1966. From 1966-68, NBC aired the Tarzan series, 
also produced by Banner, which starred Ron Ely. CBS did an animated series 
Tarzan-Lord of the Jungle which premiered in 1976, and also aired a TV movie Tarzan in 
Manhattan, dir Michael Shultz and starring Joe Lara and Kim Crosby, in 1989. All 
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previous filmography info was culled from the AFI Catalog. According to lMDb.com, the 
International Movie Database, Joe Lara again starred as Tarzan in the TV-movie Tarzan: 
The Epic Adventures, 1996, dir Brian Yuzna. Additional recent Tarzan films are 
Greystoke: The Legend of Tarzan, Lord of the Apes (1984, Warner Brothers, dir Hugh 
Hudson, starring Christopher Lambert and Andie MacDowell) and the animated Disney 
version, Tarzan (1999, dir Chris Buck and Kevin Lima, starring the voices of Tony 
Goldwyn and Minnie Driver). On the TMDb website, a search for "Tarzan" brings up 101 
hits, to this could be considered an exhausting but abbreviated list. 

38. One illustrator, Hal Foster, would later become the creator of Prince Valiant. 

39. Brix later played Tarzan in the 1935 serial and two subsequent films produced by 
Burroughs-Tarzan and Ashton Dearholt Expedition. See n37 above. 

40. As Holtsmark states, this is a curious move since the Tarzan "of the early and middle 
novels...was highly articulate and indeed a phenomenal linguist" (33). 

41. Indeed, the word "Tarzan" is now an official word in the English language. Besides 
the reference to the character, Webster's Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary (1983) also 
defines the word as "a well-built, agile and very strong man." 

42. The plot usually follows this format: some form of English and white "bad intentions" 
(tusk smugglers, poachers, etc.) enters Tarzan's reign, usually capture Jane and/or Boy, 
the whole party winds up being caught by some tribe of native cannibals, and Tarzan 
rescues his family and whichever members of the party have had good intentions. Those 
who had evil intent are killed. The famous Tarzan yell (which apparently is a family call, 
since Jane and Boy use it as well) is used to either summon Tarzan to the rescue, or for 
Tarzan to summon up his fiiendly band of elephants to help him in the rescue. Also 
included within each film are long sequences of vine swinging, swimming (ostensibly to 
show off Weissmuller's talent), and fighting with or escaping all kinds of animals. Along 
with strong plot similarity throughout the series, the films also shared footage. For 
example, Tarzan kills the same rhinoceros in four of the films I viewed; Jane and Boy are 
chased by the same rhino in two different films (Maureen O'Sullivan and John Sheffield 
simply were placed in front of the same footage); many alligator fight scenes are the same 
across many films, as are scenes of Africans carrying ivory. 

43. This story line mirrors Tarzan's own life story. Tarzan, too, was born of British 
parents and was the only survivor of his family following a ship wreck. Tarzan, rather than 
being raised by humans like Boy, was raised by apes in the jungle. 

44. This equation of Borneo with Africa, two very distinctly different places, is highly 
interesting. The "wild man fi-om Borneo" phrase has come to signify any kind of wildness 
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in US culture, but also had a part icular resonance in the early part of the twentieth 
century. Long a sideshow attraction. Wild Men From Borneo were often seen at Coney 
Island. These men, usually actors from the US, often dressed in grass skirts and wore 
necklaces and anklets made of bones and generally pretended to be culturally unspecific, 
cannibalistic primitives. A particularly provocative photograph of one such performer can 
be found in the American Philosophical Society's archives. Eugenics Record Office 
collection, of "Chief Pantagol" (1922), dressed as described above and posing with a 
chicken (presumably a prop to indicate voodoo practice). According to a field worker's 
notes on the back of the photograph, the Chief, who claimed to have been born in New 
Hebrides, resided in South Dakota with his wife and daughter and had been employed by 
both Coney Island's Dreamland Side Show and Ringling Brothers Circus. 

45. Not surprisingly, Erbkrank makes many disparaging anti-Semitic remarks ("The 
Jewish people has a particularly high percentage of mentally ill") and anti-black remarks 
("idiotic black bastard from the Rhineland"). Also not surprisingly, Laughlin, a staunch 
supporter of the Immigration Restriction Act of 1924 (and a lead witness during the 
proceedings), does not pay attention to these remarks when he notes in his promotional 
literature about the film that "there is no racial propaganda of any sort," and that the 
objective science portrayed is done "regardless of race." See Eugenical News 22 (July-
August 1937): 65-6. These quotes are found in Pernick 165. 

Chapter 2 

46. This is not the first time that a white woman gave birth to black and white twins. In 
1995 in the Netherlands, a white woman gave birth to twin boys, one black and one white, 
also due to an IVF clinic error in which the catheter used to inseminate the woman had not 
been properly cleaned and contained residual sperm of a black man. See Elliot and Endt; 
also Roberts, 252. Dateline NBC called this Netherlands story one that had a"happy 
ending," because the black man has a co-parenting arrangement with the white couple. 
This is in contrast with the legal haggling that has ensued between the Fasanos and the 
Rogers. 

47. The circumstances of those five months vary depending upon who is telling the story. 
The Fasanos claim that they were never given the Rogers' name, even though they had 
asked the clinic, and had been trying to find the couple regardless. The Rogers, who had 
been informed by the clinic of the mishap, only knew the Fasanos' last name. Through the 
use of a private detective, they were able to determine which Fasano family was the one 
who might potentially have given birth to a child that was genetically related to them. 

48. Akeil, or Akil, means "intelligent, uses reason" in Swahili. See "The Afrocentric 
Experience" website, www. swagga. com/swagga.htm for lists of African names and their 
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meanings, as well as other issues pertinent to the diasporic experience. 

49. E. Frances White describes how Afro-centrist and white racist discourses collude on 
issues of heterosexuality. By blaming the impoverished condition of the black community 
on the "failure" of the black family as partly a result of failed heterosexual bonds, these 
thinkers link a stronger black community to compulsory heterosexuality. See White 35-6, 
and a discussion of White in R. Williams 147-8. For those not identified with black 
nationalistic discourse, the similarity of white racism and black nationalism on compulsory 
heterosexuality are remarkably similar, and some have commented that heterosexism, 
especially in terms of nuclear family formation, is a white institution that black nationalism 
has adopted. See Wahneema Lubiano's "Black Nationalism and Black Common Sense" in 
The House Thai Race Built. 

50. The blaming of blacks for their circumstances goes back to the post-civil rights era, 
and can be found rooted in the Lyndon B. Johnson administration, most notably in his 
1965 address to Howard University where he echoed Moynihan's report on the problems 
of the black family by saying equal opportunity was important, but not enough. Though 
bom of the same ability, he said, human "ability is stretched or stunted by the family you 
live with, and the neighborhoods you live in, by the school you go to and the poverty or 
the richness of your surroundings." Here, according to Stephen Steinberg's analysis, 
Johnson was reverting to blaming the deficiencies of black life on blacks themselves, 
advocating for policies to change blacks as individuals, not policies to examine the 
institutionalization of white racism. See Steinberg 20-3; both the Moynihan report ("The 
Negro Family; A Case For National Action," 1965) and Johnson's Howard University 
address are reprinted in Rainwater and Yancey. 

51. Underbill gets this material from George-Louis BufFon. Histoire naturelle, volume 1, 
Paris, 1749, p. 482. 

52.1 am, in no way, intimating that the control of reproductive bodies in this country is a 
simple black/white issue. US reproductive policies (coerced use of Norplant and Depo 
Provera, for example) have egregious histories with women of color generally. However, 
there is a particular historical relationship between whites and blacks that stem from 
colonial and slave histories that bear on the analysis of the represented relationship 
between the Fasanos and the Rogers. 

53. See her unpublished paper, "Passing for Horror; Hollywood Pictures the Fear of 
Blackness," presented at the Society for Cinema and Media Studies Annual Meeting, 
March 2003. 

54. This term is Atlantic Monthly columnist Murray Friedman's, in "The White Liberal's 
Retreat." Friedman's article is described in Steinberg 14-5. 
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55. The same dynamic is true for the 20/20 interview with the Fasanos. Decisions to 
underscore racial harmony themes with the figurine and racing cars are decisions made by 
production staff, not the Fasanos. Furthermore, the editing of their interview is another 
production decision. However, I do want to make clear that I believe the Fasanos' color
blindness is a fair assessment of their beliefs, and, though they think that they have liberal 
and anti-racist views, those views get packaged by 20/20 in particular ways, which pits 
their color-blindness against the Rogers' color consciousness to make the Rogers seem the 
racist ones. 

56. Doane, 224. Here, Doane is discussing Fanon's work on the hyper-corporeality of the 
black body in his Black Skin, White Masks. 

57. Medical evidence now indicates that the "crack baby"syndrome so virulent in the 
media was largely false. Attention deficit disorders, hyperactivity, and propensity for 
violence are all now found to be unlinked to a gestating mother's use of crack cocaine 
during pregnancy. 

58. Marie, the only other black mother in the film, is also an alcoholic and drug addict. 

59. Joie Susannah Lee is Spike Lee's sister, and has appeared in his films as well. It is a 
surprising twist that she would appear in such a film as Losing Isaiah, in which the 
depiction of blacks is less than favorable. 

60. A particularly excellent examination of the issues surrounding transraciai adoption is 
Sandra Patton's BirthMarks: Transraciai Adoption in Contemporary America. Patton 
discusses Losing Isaiah in this book, and relates the film to the heightened political climate 
regarding transraciai adoption in the US in the mid-90s, particularly the Multiethnic 
Placement Act (MEPA), "a bill designed to remove barriers to transraciai placements in 
order to eliminate delays in the adoption of Black children" (22). 

61. These sperm/child/ relationship heteronormative progressions are unquestioned here, 
but are put into extreme tension in the Fasano/Rogers story, in which both families have 
different biological claims to Joseph/Akeil, and the Rogers' sperm/egg relationship, unlike 
in Made In America, is not necessarily the one upheld in the interviews. 

62. See Briggs and Kelber-Kaye, "'There Is No Unauthorized Breeding in Jurassic Park' : 
Gender and the Uses of Genetics." 

63. On imperialist preservationism, see Donna Haraway, Primate Visions and Renato 
Rosaldo's "Imperialist Nostalgia" in Culture and Truth. 

64. See Hartouni's Cultural Conceptions, chapter 5 (pp 85-98). 
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65. See Rose's "Mothers and Authors." 

66. And, as Roberts points out, not let a black woman have a white baby (279-81). 
Conversely, there are cases where, especially through the use of reproductive 
technologies, the fact of a white woman having a black baby are momentous culturally 
contentious incidents. Roberts lists a few examples of white women and black women 
birthing children not of their race that I mention briefly here (for more detail, see Roberts, 
chapter 6, especially pp 251-2 and 279-83); In 1990, a white woman sued the fertility 
clinic for mistakenly inseminating her with a black man's sperm instead of her husband's, 
resulting in a black child. Her damages claim was based on the racial taunting her daughter 
suffered. In 1994, a British black woman bore a white child via a white egg donor because 
she had waited an inordinate amount of time for a black egg donor and resorted to eggs 
from women of different races. Because her husband was of mixed-race, she stated, her 
baby would have been mixed-race anyway. In Italy a year earlier, an African woman 
deliberately chose eggs from a white woman donor because her husband was white, 
claiming that her child would have a better fiiture if it was white. 

67. See Omi and Winant's 2"^ edition of Racial Formation in the United States, pp 152-5. 

Chapter 3 

68. Geoffrey Bennington, p. 121. Adam Lemer uses this quote in his Introduction to his 
and Maqorie Ringrose's Re imagining the Nation, p. 2. 

69.1 use the word "American" very specifically in this essay to indicate when I am talking 
about the myth and ideology of US nationalism that purports social mobility, rugged 
individualism, and celebration of multiculturalism. When the word "America" appears in 
this essay, I am not referring to the place of the US, but to the imaginary nation form. 

70. "The New Face of America" graced the cover of Time in the special fall issue of 1993 
(vol. 142, no. 21). A multi-racial, computer-generated woman's face, created "from a mix 
of several races," indicates the impact of immigration on American visages. 

71. "Imagined communities" is Benedict Anderson's term, from the same-titled book. 

72. This term is found in her The Queen of America Goes to Washington City and is 
developed in the first chapter, "The Theory of Infantile Citizenship." 

73. The idea that subjects are formed via consistent re-inscription of hegemonic 
institutions is Judith Butler's. Butler contends that subject formation occurs through a 
series of repetitions of hegemonies, both to indicate that subject formation is a continuous 
process but also to describe a relationship between these hegemonies and the subjects. 
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See, in particular, her Gender Trouble. 

74. Mosse, p. 20. The family-as-fountainhead idea is attributed by Mosse to Friedrich 
Ludwig Jahn, founder of the German Gymnasts and the fraternity movement in the early 
IQ® century, in which German men joined these patriotic societies and worked for German 
unity, by readying their bodies, minds, and spirits for battle. Though Jahn stressed the 
importance of the family to Germany's future, it was the ideals of faithfulness in marriage 
that Jahn found most important to the Gymnasts (because it would indicate their 
faithfulness to the "fatherland"). 

75. See her Foundational Fictions. Shorter versions of the ideas explored in her book can 
be found in "Irresistible Romance" and "Love and Country in Latin America." 

76.1 do not agree with this assessment of Mosse. Though indeed the state represses 
certain forms of sexuality under the rubric of morality, it also produces "acceptable" forms 
of sexual behavior, which is part of Mosse's project. 

77. Sommer's delineation of these texts' construction of sexuality is in accordance with 
Foucault's work on the subject, whereby he stipulates that modernity, in its technologies 
of surveillance and control of the newly-formed working class, produced, among other 
things, a distinction between modes of sexuality. See in particular his History of Sexuality. 

78. A similar hysteria about national health erupted in the US following World War I, 
when the US Army put out a report (Defects Found in Drafted Men) which listed the 
proliferation of venereal disease and tuberculosis found amongst the men. 

79. See Sanger, 11-12. Hasian uses this quote on p. 86. 

80. This list was first published by Anthias and Yuval-Davis in their introduction to their 
edited volume, Woman-Nation-State, p. 7. They reiterate the list and discuss it more fully 
in their RacializedBoundaries., p. 115. 

81. Berlant's use of the tenn "intimate public sphere" should be differentiated by 
Habermas' use of the term. As Berlant explains, Habermas' term describes the modem 
European nation in which persons' unique sense of selves became abstracted into public 
sphere ideas of citizenship. Berlant, in discussing contemporary trends, describes 
citizenship as social membership and the reward for particular personal acts, especially 
those dealing with the family. 

82.1 say "he" specifically here, because the infantile citizen of US film is usually a 
boy/man. 
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83. See Joan Dean's "Between 2001 and Star Wars," particularly pages 36-37. Vivian 
Sobchack discusses Dean on page 226 in her Screening Space. Dean (and Sobchack) 
makes the point that once Star Wars and Close Encounters of the Third Kind were 
released in 1977, this trend of dystopic science fiction film changed dramatically with new 
main themes of hope for technology and love for aliens. 

84. The way people are named is not explained in the film. It is unclear whether or not 
Logan 6 is named Logan because he is biologically Logan 5's son, or because he is pre
determined to become a Sandman and Logan is a Sandman name. Regardless, the numbers 
following names delineate generations, so of Logan (5), Jessica (6), and Francis (7), 
Logan is the oldest and Francis the youngest. 

85. These crystals are implanted in infants' hands immediately after birth and are clear in 
color at that time. In the opening scene, when we see Logan gazing at Logan 6, the first 
shot is of Logan 6's infant hand with a clear crystal embedded in the palm. When a person 
nears the age of 30, the crystal turns red and flashes red at Lastday (the day they enter the 
Carrousel). The crystal also acts as a tracking device-if someone runs, the Sandmen can 
find the Runner wherever they are in the City via the crystal. When Logan and Jessica 
escaped the City, their crystals no longer connected them to the City's network. 

86. For an excellent discussion of the figuration of the Lincoln Monument in the national 
symbolic as manifested in a Simpsons episode entitled "Mr. Lisa Goes to Washington," see 
Berlant, particularly pages 44-7. Berlant also mentions two very worthwhile sources that 
connect the Lincoln Memorial to national identification; Scott A. Sandage, "The Lincoln 
Memorial, the Civil Rights Movement, and the Politics of Memory, 1939-1963," Journal 
of American History 80, no. 1 (June 1993); 135-67; and Benedict Anderson, "Replica, 
Aura, and Late Nationalist Imaginings," Qui Parle 7, no. 1 (fall/winter 1993); 1-21. 

87. This is an interesting point to be made in 1978, during the US' support for the "Dirty 
War" in Argentina. Aligning Lieberman with the US configures it as a place that stands for 
human rights, while at the very same time it sponsors and supports egregious human rights 
abuses in places like Argentina. 

88. The name of the Commander is Fred, so Kate's new name is Offred. Her friends are 
re-named Ofglen and Ofwarren. 

89. Incidentally, the cover box for VHS rentals uses the same tag line, without the word 
"unfortunately." 

90. The term for those who buy others' identities is a "borrowed ladder." 
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91.1 want to be careful to note that it is only in these depictions of sexuality and 
homophilia that this film is progressive. 1 have argued elsewhere that Gattaca's gender 
politics are abysmal, denoting "natural" reproduction (i.e., non-technological) as desired, 
and, coupled with a valorizing of taking genetic chances with offspring, serves to 
undermine feminist politics around reproduction and reproductive rights. See Laura Briggs 
and Jodi I. Kelber-Kaye, "There is No Unauthorized Breeding in Jurassic Park," in the 
section on Gattaca, pp. 105-112. It is important to note that here I am revising my work 
within the above-mentioned article on the role of homosexuality in the film. Also see 
Susan A. George, "Not Exactly 'of Woman Bom,'" for more analysis of gender and 
reproductive technology. George contends that within Gattaca, as well as Species (Roger 
Donaldson, 1995) and Mimic (Guillermo del Toro, 1997), reproduction via reproductive 
technologies places reproduction within men's hands. 

92. Though 1 consistently refer to the Ethan Hawke character as "Vincent," obviously he 
is addressed by the characters in the film as "Jerome," since that is who he is passing for 
(except for Lamar, who calls Vincent "Vincent" moments before he boards the space 
craft, indicating that Lamar knew who Vincent really was all along). 

93. This fact is ironically underscored by the fact that Ethan Hawke and Uma Thurman 
began dating each other after meeting each other during filming. To this day, they are still 
together and have two children. Apparently the lack of fire between them in the film was 
their best piece of acting. The Vincent/Jerome attraction is believable extra-textually as 
well, given Jude Law's subsequent roles as sexually ambiguous men, most notably as 
"Dickie" Greenleaf in The Talented Mr. Ripley (Anthony Minghella, 1999), in which Tom 
Ripley (Matt Damon) and Dickie engage in an extremely homosocial relationship, similar 
to that of Vincent and Jerome, except that Tom's attraction to Dickie is textually (and 
homocidally) expressed. Law also played "Bosie" Douglas, Oscar Wilde's true love, in the 
film Wilde (Brian Gilbert, 1997). 

94. There is also one female black character, that of the owner of the club to which 
Vincent takes both Irene and Jerome. Though not identified with the state, she is certainly 
most identified with nightlife and dating; she is both in the service economy and is 
identified with sex-not a very different role for black women in film 

Chapter 4 

95. This term is a contraction of "gay baby," and is now a widely used term for the recent, 
about two decades long, spate of baby-making in gay- and lesbian-headed households. 
According to Suzanne M. Johnson and Elizabeth O'Connor, it was estimated that by 
2002, "between six and fourteen million children in the United States are being raised by at 
least one parent who is gay or lesbian" (1). 
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96. The American Academy of Pediatrics joins the American Academy of Child and 
Adolescent Psychiatry and the American Psychological Association in their support of gay 
and lesbian second-parent adoption. It should be said that this policy endorsement 
occurred with some contention. As of early 2003, five letters to the editor of Pediatrics 
decried this policy in the June and August 2002 issues. 

97. See Walters, p 212. 

98. Macklin raises these points on pp 63-69 of her Surrogates and Other Mothers. 

99. There are many informal surrogacy agreements between gay men and women who 
gestate and birth children for them, just as there are more informal arrangements between 
lesbians and sperm donors. These situations would fall outside the purview of the feminist 
analyses I mention because, although financial arrangements may be part of the agreement, 
they are less participatory in patriarchal systems of medicine and possible female 
exploitation. 

100.1 also take issue with her extremely technologically determinist account of new social 
relationships made possible by the "other mothers'" use of reproductive technologies. 
Such an approach elides already-existing relationships of power that bear on the dynamic 
between reproduction, gender, sexuality, race, and class, to name only a few. She does 
acknowledge that these new relations can "uncritically continue or recuperate class and 
race privilege and male domination" (191), but she stops there. By privileging the 
advances of technology as the sole determination on new social relationships, she denies 
herself the ability to speak at length about other signifying practices that, along with 
reproductive technologies, result in changes in kinship relations. In addition, by intimating 
that the use of the technology, as a one-time act, makes a fundamental change in 
reproductive and social relationships, denies the process by which social relationships are 
always changing, ever-shifting, moments in time. 

101. Following this logic, gay male sex which is also definitionally non-procreative, is 
characterized the same way. Although not occurring outside the purview of men, gay male 
sex takes nationally-condoned homosociality to a transgressive moment beyond that. This 
is discussed more fully in chapter 3. 

102. A parallel is drawn at the end of the film between Orchid Island in the Pacific, which 
is a nuclear waste depository for Taiwan and also home to 3,000 aborigines, and Fresh 
Kills, Staten Island which is the world's largest landfill. Ironically, the film points out, kill 
is a Dutch word for stream, and Fresh Kills is anything but a fresh stream. 

103. A race which is undetermined in the film. Though Choudhury is Indian and English, 
she has played characters of Indian, Hispanic, and other racial/ethnic configurations. 
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104. This happens all the time. When our first son was born, people would say that he had 
my partner's blue eyes and other similarities to her features, even though they are not 
biologically related to each other. Witnessing that is a strange moment between being glad 
for the total acceptance of both mothers, and feeling frustrated with the incessant need to 
trace genetic parentage on a baby's body. 
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Fn>MOGRAPHY 

20/20 Friday, "Losing Joseph," 3/3/00 
The Birdcage (MGM, Mike Nichols, 1996, 119 mins.) 
The Boys From Brazil (ITC Entertainment, Franklin J. Schaffner, 1978, 123 mins.) 
The Bride of Frankenstein (Universal, James Whale, 1935, 75 mins) 
By Design (Candian, Astral, Claude Jutra, 1982, 92 mins.) 
Carnival (Columbia, Walter Lang, 1935, 65 mins) 
Chutney Popcorn (Mata Productions, Nisha Ganatra, 1999, 92 mins.) 
College Holiday (Paramount, Frank Tuttle, 1936, 86 mins) 
Dateline NBC, "Lasting Consequences," 2/22/00 
Frankenstein (Universal, James Whale, 1931, 71 mins) 
Freaks (MGM, Tod Browning, 1932 [renewed 1959 Loew's], 65 mins.) 
Fresh Kill (Airwaves Project, Shu Lea Cheang, 1994, 80 mins.) 
Gattaca (Columbia, Andrew Niccol, 1997, 107 mins.) 
The Handmaid's Tale (Cinecom, Volker Schlondorff, 1990, 109 mins.) 
Hitler's Children (RKO, Edward Dmytryk, 1943, 83 mins) 
If These Walls Could Talk 2, "2000" (HBO, Anne Heche, 2000, 28 mins.) 
Imitation of Life (Universal, Douglas Sirk, 1959, 124 mins.) 
Jurassic Park (Universal, Steven Spielberg, 1993, 127 mins.) 
Logan's Run (MGM, Michael Anderson, 1976, 118 mins.) 
Losing Isaiah (Paramount, Stephen Gyllenhaal, 1995, mins.) 
The Lost World: Jurassic Park (Universal, Steven Spielberg, 1997, 129 mins.) 
Made In America (Regency, Richard Benjamin, 1993, 111 mins.) 
Mr. Smith Goes to Washington (Columbia, Frank Capra, 1939, 125 mins.) 
Pinky (20* Century Fox, Elia Kazan, 1949, 102 mins.) 
Tarzan, the Ape Man (MGM, W.S. Van Dyke, 1932, 99 mins) 
Tarzan Finds A Son (MGM, Richard Thorpe, 1939, 82 mins) 
Tarzan and His Mate (MGM, Cedric Gibbons, 1934, 91 mins) 
Tarzan's Secret Treasure (MGM, Richard Thorpe, 1941, 81 mins) 
Tomorrow's Children (Foy Productions, Crane Wilbur, 1934, 70 mins) 
The Velocity of Gary (Keystone, Dan Ireland, 1998, 101 mins.) 
The Very Idea (RKO, Richard Rosson, 1929, 63 mins) 
Women In Bondage (Monogram, Steve Sekely, 1944, 72 mins) 
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