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"What Exactly Is a Black?": Interrogating the Reality of Race in Jean Genet's The
Blacks

Abstract

On the dedication page of The Blacks, Genet writes "One evening an actor asked me to write a play for an
all-black cast. But what exactly is a black? First of all, what's his color?" Prefiguring major issues and
paradoxes of African American cultural studies today, The Blacks insists on the very real ways in which
the black/white racial binary, like the very concept of race itself, is lived and socially enforced, and at the
same time argues that the binary is ultimately a fiction, made real through performative reification.
Genet's "clown show," ambiguously reversing the blackface minstrelsy tradition, dramatizes how racial
identity can become internalized and naturalized through cultural myths of interracial rape and colonialist
narratives of a "heart of darkness," an imaginary site from which "black essence" arises. These racist
performance traditions and narratives are so powerful and resilient that attempts to protest them become
subtle and unwitting ways of re-creating them. The Blacks'parody of the minstrel tradition to interrogate
all racial identity is so permanently suspended in a dialectic of both reinforcing the black/white binary and
invalidating it, that the play's strategies present vital paradigms for the study of other and diverse
interrogations of racial ontologies.

Keywords

The Blacks, Jean Genet, all-black cast, what is black, The Blacks, African American cultural studies, black/
white, socially enforced, racial binary, race, performative, fiction, clown show, blackface, racial identity,
internalized, naturalized, culture, cultural myths, interracial rape, colonialist narratives, racist performance
traditions, racial ontologies

This article is available in Studies in 20th Century Literature: https://newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol26/iss2/8


https://newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol26/iss2/8

Thompson: "What Exactly Is a Black?": Interrogating the Reality of Race in

Published by New Prairie Press



Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 26, Iss. 2 [2002], Art. 8

https.//newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol26/iss2/8
DOl 10.4148/2334-4415.1539



Thompson: "What Exactly Is a Black?": Interrogating the Reality of Race in

Published by New Prairie Press



Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 26, Iss. 2 [2002], Art. 8

https.//newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol26/iss2/8
DOl 10.4148/2334-4415.1539



Thompson: "What Exactly Is a Black?": Interrogating the Reality of Race in

Published by New Prairie Press



Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 26, Iss. 2 [2002], Art. 8

https.//newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol26/iss2/8
DOl 10.4148/2334-4415.1539



Thompson: "What Exactly Is a Black?": Interrogating the Reality of Race in

Published by New Prairie Press



Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 26, Iss. 2 [2002], Art. 8

https.//newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol26/iss2/8
DOl 10.4148/2334-4415.1539



Thompson: "What Exactly Is a Black?": Interrogating the Reality of Race in

Published by New Prairie Press



Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 26, Iss. 2 [2002], Art. 8

https.//newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol26/iss2/8
DOl 10.4148/2334-4415.1539

10



Thompson: "What Exactly Is a Black?": Interrogating the Reality of Race in

Published by New Prairie Press

1



Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 26, Iss. 2 [2002], Art. 8

https.//newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol26/iss2/8
DOl 10.4148/2334-4415.1539

12



Thompson: "What Exactly Is a Black?": Interrogating the Reality of Race in

Published by New Prairie Press

13



Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 26, Iss. 2 [2002], Art. 8

https.//newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol26/iss2/8
DOl 10.4148/2334-4415.1539

14



Thompson: "What Exactly Is a Black?": Interrogating the Reality of Race in

Published by New Prairie Press

15



Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 26, Iss. 2 [2002], Art. 8

https.//newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol26/iss2/8
DOl 10.4148/2334-4415.1539

16



Thompson: "What Exactly Is a Black?": Interrogating the Reality of Race in

Published by New Prairie Press

17



Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 26, Iss. 2 [2002], Art. 8

https.//newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol26/iss2/8
DOl 10.4148/2334-4415.1539

18



Thompson: "What Exactly Is a Black?": Interrogating the Reality of Race in

Published by New Prairie Press

19



Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 26, Iss. 2 [2002], Art. 8

https.//newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol26/iss2/8
DOl 10.4148/2334-4415.1539

20



Thompson: "What Exactly Is a Black?": Interrogating the Reality of Race in

Published by New Prairie Press

21



Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 26, Iss. 2 [2002], Art. 8

https.//newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol26/iss2/8
DOl 10.4148/2334-4415.1539

22



Thompson: "What Exactly Is a Black?": Interrogating the Reality of Race in

Published by New Prairie Press

23



Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 26, Iss. 2 [2002], Art. 8

https.//newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol26/iss2/8
DOl 10.4148/2334-4415.1539

24



Thompson: "What Exactly Is a Black?": Interrogating the Reality of Race in

Published by New Prairie Press

25



Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 26, Iss. 2 [2002], Art. 8

https.//newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol26/iss2/8
DOl 10.4148/2334-4415.1539

26



Thompson: "What Exactly Is a Black?": Interrogating the Reality of Race in

Published by New Prairie Press

27



Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 26, Iss. 2 [2002], Art. 8

https.//newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol26/iss2/8
DOl 10.4148/2334-4415.1539

28



Thompson: "What Exactly Is a Black?": Interrogating the Reality of Race in

Published by New Prairie Press

29



Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 26, Iss. 2 [2002], Art. 8

https.//newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol26/iss2/8
DOl 10.4148/2334-4415.1539

30



Thompson: "What Exactly Is a Black?": Interrogating the Reality of Race in

Published by New Prairie Press

31



	"What Exactly Is a Black?": Interrogating the Reality of Race in Jean Genet's The Blacks
	Recommended Citation

	"What Exactly Is a Black?": Interrogating the Reality of Race in Jean Genet's The Blacks
	Abstract
	Keywords

	tmp.1402935259.pdf.qXX4m

