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Abstract 

Being black in America doesn’t carry the same weight as it does to be white in America 

unless you view it from a negative perspective. Blackness is one of the most grounded 

foundations that we see out in the world today, but it is so easily overlooked by individuals that 

feel like it doesn’t belong in a system they created. From the beating of Rodney King that took 

place on March 3, 1991, to the murder of George Floyd on May 25, 2020, we have witnessed the 

black body being used as an example to show that it has very little value on the scale of racial 

hierarchy. With a system in place that has identified the black body in a negative connotation, it 

is time to establish the correct representation of blackness in America. Using a powerful black 

gaze to show an internal reflection, defining the internal behavior of the oppressor, bringing 

awareness towards inclusivity and black culture. Without the equitable inclusion of black culture 

in society, this isn’t the land of the free...but it can be.  

The Black American 

What Does That Look Like? 

We all think about how we are fully able to live our lives without feeling like we must 

experience real problems. In America, that thought process is experienced differently for black 

men and women because of the hazardous elements that are incorporated into the American 

lifestyle. We have all been taught about the greatness of America being the “land of the free”, 

but when you truly allow yourself to think about this statement, you must think about who this 

privilege is made for. Allowing the placement of a black gaze to be a part of society can create 

dialogue that breaks down the barriers built by a system that benefits whiteness. I must ask the 

much-needed questions, what are the factors that contribute to the endangerment of black men 
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and women? How can a society of different cultures establish a balance that allows the black 

body to feel free in America?  

Black in 1991 

Let's jump back a few years and look at one of the craziest situations to take place during 

my childhood. In Los Angeles, California on March 3, 1991, a black male was beat by the hands 

of four police officers, with three of the men being white. Rodney King was a victim of not only 

a savage attack for fifteen minutes by white males showcasing their power on his black body, but 

an example that racism and ethical inequality were still living and prevalent in America.1 A year 

later, on April 29, 1992, the matter escalated as trial took place for the four men, featuring a jury 

of 12 residents from the suburbs of Ventura County that found all four officers not guilty on all 

charges.2  This decision started a fire amongst black men and women in California, but also, 

across all of America. This showed everyone living in a black body, that a little over a century 

since the end of the Civil War, the establishment of the Emancipation Proclamation and the 

Thirteenth Amendment to the US Constitution, the black body is still victimized for sake of 

executing power over the oppressed. 

Being a black two-year-old in 1991, living in the Bronx, New York, I wasn’t at the age to 

understand what was going on, but the black population around me saw the harm in the hateful 

actions that took place. As I became older, I began to see how my black body was viewed in 

America under the microscope of the white gaze. Certain events that were either personal or 

global, involving race and ethical inequality, started to explain how the black body was valued in 

a system that was built on ideas of whiteness being at the top of the pyramid. Other cultural 

groups became a second priority. This is harmful to black men and women who attempt to live 

their lives on a day-to-day basis, but is also harmful personally in different forms because of the 
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unease of what can happen if encountered by the oppressor that is willing to stripe you of your 

black body.  

Black in the Present 

On May 25, 2020, nearly twenty-eight years after the televised beating of Rodney King, 

people around the world witnessed another black man being stripped of his black body through a 

recording that was posted all over the internet. George Floyd was a 46-year-old black man who 

found himself in a situation that all black people fear they may someday encounter. Unlike 

Rodney King, who was able to live to see another day, George Floyd was completely stripped of 

his life by the hands of whiteness. Floyd wasn’t the first black person to be killed by the hands of 

a white person, but was one of the leading factors that sparked a need to fight against the actions 

that have been taking place for so many centuries against the black body. Derek Chauvin, the 

white male that took the life of George Floyd, didn’t see him as the human he truly was, a man 

that “habitually urged others to act with love, not hate,” but as a target that he saw was worth 

harming for the sake of establishing dominance over someone he deserved should suffer.3 Floyd 

had to suffer for a matter of exactly eight minutes and 46 seconds before Chauvin decided to take 

the pressure of his knee off of Floyd’s neck, further proving that black men are 2.5 times more 

likely to killed based on race.4 These facts take a major toll on the well-being of black men and 

women knowing that they live in a nation that is rooted in the acts of racism. This vicious attack 

on George Floyd brought to the forefront how black men and women must fight against the ways 

of the oppressor and re-identify how the black body is seen.  

Being an adult who is experiencing the life of a black person navigating the world in my 

black body, I see how, now more than ever, it is extremely important to fight the battle against 

racism and oppression placed on the black body. There is importance in establishing a sense of 
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self-awareness in the reflection of whiteness. Through self-awareness, white identity will 

experience internal reflection that will spark a change in the way the black body is seen and 

encountered. Restructuring the output of black information has built a positive effect of racial 

identity development by increasing racial centrality for black men and women.5 This output of 

information shows that there is significance in embracing black culture, whether internally or 

from an outside perspective, because that builds up the core identity of black representation.   

The Identity of Blackness 

In my thesis work, The Black American, I felt it was important for me to confront 

whiteness in America and the harmful system that was built to oppress people like myself for 

centuries. (see figure 1)6 Looking into what it means to truly be black in America, negative ideas 

pop up because of the constant struggle with finding justice for just being black. In a study done 

by Afrometrics, they conducted a poll that asked a wide range of people, what does it mean to be 

black? This question is challenging because it forces people, not all black, to dive deep into some 

form of self-reflection and think about what it means to be a black individual in America. The 

results showed that twenty-five percent of the black respondents answered that they identified 

being black with “being a part of a struggle for justice and equality against the forces of racism 

and other forms of oppression.”7 Knowing that regardless of where you reside, you will feel the 

consequences of the struggle against the black body. That struggle varies for everyone, but 

needless to say, it will always be present, which is why so many black people can see the 

hardships as a beautiful struggle. Along with that answer, respondents also answered that 

ancestry, pride, history and legacy, African decent community, and physicality contributed to 

one’s blackness. These factors are important because they help defy the difficulties of being 
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black in America, but also the positivity in being black. To be black in America is to be present 

and have pride in who you are in a world that wants to see you as little. 

The Rise of White Supremacy 

Being that blackness is important the foundation of our very existence, you find the 

oppressor that lurks around every corner, trying to abolish what they feel is a threat to their    

self-proclaimed desire for power. In history we have seen several moments that sparked periods 

of challenging the dominance of whiteness in society. Most recently this has occurred during the 

reign of Donald Trump’s presidency in United States. Ashley Jardina, a Duke political scientist 

and writer of the book, White Identity Politics, discussed the rise of whiteness in recent times as 

being “a possibility that the United States was no longer going to be defined by whiteness.”8 This 

ideology has caused a radical movement to make sure whites remain privileged, overlooking the 

simple fact they don't have to encounter their own racial identity. Jardina states, “we think about 

whiteness and white identity as being an invisible group identity because whites don’t experience 

systematic subordination or discrimination.”8 These factors remain to be very dangerous, but 

also, why it is so important, to establish a sense of self-reflection and awareness through 

something as powerful as the black gaze. The oppressor has refrained from seeing the reflection 

of their projected racism on black people, but it is time to hold a mirror up to whiteness. 

Belonging and Existing 

No one, but black men and women, will truly understand what it means to exist as black 

in America. With the way the world has been viewed through the eyes of black Americans, it is 

easy to want to run away from what you fear but overcoming that fear and feeling a sense of 

belonging allows for the body to exist in way that is needed to form growth and development. In 

the book, Between the World and Me, Ta-Nehisi Coates speaks on the experience of being naked 
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in the existence of America, stating “to be black in the Baltimore of my youth was to be naked 

before the elements of the world.”9 This small statement reigns supreme for all black men and 

women in any state because this nakedness is a result of policies created by white supremacy that 

force black Americans to “live in fear for centuries.” I, like many other black men and women, 

was stripped of my innocence at a very young age because of the talk my mother felt obliged to 

have with me. This serious talk occurred because of traumas that black people fear can happen 

someday come to life. It forced me to realize I must be careful because no move I make will go 

unnoticed under the microscope of the white gaze.  

Think about a sense of belonging. It's important to be proud of being who you are 

because without that form of acceptance within yourself, there can be pressure on one's self that 

is difficult to overcome. Even though black men and women deal with a level of discrimination 

and oppression that can feel crippling, most black people love who they are. This is crucial 

because one of the hardest things to do, even for someone like myself, is accepting that you exist 

in a space that has wrongfully represented you for years. In the Black American, I knew there 

was a level of overcoming the battle of internal acceptance. Knowing that most black people 

wouldn’t change who they are, we can struggle with our place in society seeing that we must 

endure the cruelty of a system built hinder us. Black people have always known we belonged but 

forcing the oppressor to get rid of the microscopes they are always using to judge black lives 

could allow for progression. Addressing the concerns by confronting the systems of power 

through knowledge creates self-awareness in form of the Black Gaze. (see Figure 2)10 

The Black Gaze 

The black gaze is a peaceful form of changing the reality that black men and women are 

forced to live with, allowing for progress to a better future. bell hooks defines the gaze can be 
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used to create self-awareness through self and the oppositional gaze. It is important for black 

men and women to see the power they hold through their self-reflection. The black gaze is what 

interrogates whiteness and provides insight to how white supremacy functions in the heart of 

America. Gazing into the foundation of the oppressor, causes a reflection of the internal behavior 

that was built on acts of white supremacy. Allowing for the black gaze to create self-reflection 

forces a confrontation of the negative image and behavior towards the black body. Awareness is 

a key component for creating a sense of inclusivity that forms a partnership with blackness, 

leading to dismantling the hatred of white supremacy. Once you face that which is seen as 

harmful to the well-being of the black body, the confrontation can only lead to a positive shift. 

A gesture in the form of a gaze remains to be a powerful component when encountering 

whiteness in the form of change, growth, and development. The gaze is seen as a form of 

psychoanalysis that allows one to achieve self-awareness through the gaze of another person. 

Building on the idea of the black gaze comes from bell hooks’ idea of the Oppositional Gaze, 

where during the times of slavery, enslaved black people were punished just for the simple act of 

looking, denying them any right to gaze. The desire to simply gaze carried on for centuries until 

the negative nature of the gaze was turned into an “overwhelming longing to look, a rebellious 

desire, an oppositional gaze.”11 hooks further installs the importance of the oppositional gaze 

through the eyes of whiteness by stating, “By courageously looking, we defiantly declared: 'Not 

only will I stare. I want my look to change reality'”. 9 The oppositional gaze, meant to be used for 

the black female spectator, gives birth to the black gaze, which is meant to fight against a system 

that was built to oppress the minority.  
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The Object of Two Gazes 

Confronting whiteness is not the only obligation of the black gaze, but also what it means 

for black men and women to belong in their own culture. Something that black people find 

themselves dealing with, that isn’t seen through whiteness, is how they fit in their own culture 

based on the guidelines of what it means to be black. Some black people, like myself, dealt with 

the issue of not being black enough to truly define yourself as a black American, even though 

you experience the same struggles any other black man or woman faces. In the paper, “Being 

Black, Middle Class, and the Object of Two Gazes", Hugo Canham and Rejane Williams discuss 

what it means to not only be the object of a white gaze, a gaze that seeks to “discipline black 

people they have not escaped white contestation,” but also the negative connotation of a black 

gaze, which is seen as a form of surveillance and disciplining that seeks to police certain forms 

of blackness.12 This creates a crisis in one’s self because it is the space where you are supposed 

to feel safe and authentic, making you feel like you don’t have the qualifications that are needed 

to be black. Hearing things like, you didn’t grow up in this area, you aren’t black enough, to 

being told that things you do for fun are what white people do. There are so many questions that 

are asked of one’s blackness, leading to racial imposter syndrome, which means to feel like you 

don’t belong to the race you identify as, lacking the feeling of belonging in the world that says 

you’re black based on a single ruling. 

There was an internal battle that I faced growing up, causing me to confront my own 

crisis of what I felt wasn’t black enough. I grew up as a child in the Bronx, a place that was 

known for chewing up and spitting out people that couldn’t survive the streets. The Bronx was a 

predominately black city but filled with so much negativity and crime. That didn’t stop me from 

loving everything about it but once I moved to Colorado, I was exposed to things that I would 
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have never seen in New York. I always struggled with where it was that I truly belonged, not 

being black enough for my culture, but black enough to deal with the everyday struggles of a 

system built to. benefit whiteness. Much like my thesis work goes on to project a black gaze, 

encountering self-reflection, self-awareness, and whiteness, I needed to confront my own desire 

to belong. By establishing my own identity among blackness, I began to see what it means for 

inclusivity of black culture to exist in the American DNA. We must find it within ourselves to 

love who we are and never overlook our history, making sure to establish a sense of pride and 

not give power to those that want to stripe us of our blackness. 

In my thesis work, The Black American, I needed to address all things black and what it 

means to exist in blackness during a time of heightened white supremacy. As black men and 

women, we are the object of two gazes, the white gaze and the black gaze. The idea is that 

the Black Gaze confronts that which seems to deny that black men and women aren’t equal to 

their white counterparts. In Figure 2, when you look at the figure in the black and white photo, 

you can’t escape what society has confined blackness to be, just black and nothing more but 

there is more to it that makes it worth levels of praise. It confronts those notions saying that we 

are different, that we cannot run away from, but just like you, my body is meant to be loved. It is 

ignorant to deny that there aren’t issues in America that effect black men and women because the 

need for power in the form white hierarchy. It is important to break those barriers and restructure 

the idea of blackness in America through a simple, powerful gaze back at what has oppressed us 

for centuries, whether that be internal or to the world around us. 

The Inner Reflection 

There is a need to create a form of self-reflection in my thesis work that forces one to 

hold a mirror to their own beliefs in the entirety of racism and racial inequality. Self-
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Reflection forces the viewer to look at how they have contributed to a system built on white 

beliefs, causing them to see what they have done negatively and what they must change.  

(see Figure 3)13 When you project your gaze at the figure, the intensity of the black gaze causes 

you to see what sits in the pupil; you see a shadow figure that represents your thoughts and the 

role you play. In a peaceful form of confronting whiteness, putting rules in place, and internal 

identity, the power of the gaze and self-reflection allow one to judge their feelings and the role 

they want to play in the future. This is needed in order for the black body to feel free because it 

breaks the chains by questioning one’s wrongdoing in misidentifying the belonging of the black 

body in America. Since most white people don’t feel the need to confront their own whiteness, 

which is harmful in itself, you must force a reflection that causes them to look deep within. This 

gesture in my work will push the agenda and help create a dialogue that will redefine the world 

for generations to come. Although this matter won’t be fixed overnight, people in America will 

see a shift that allows the black body to do what it has been longing for since beginning, to freely 

exist in its entirety amongst the people of this world. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, it is important for the history of blackness and the black identity to remain 

protected against anything that feels the need to erase it. The black body is fragile but holds such 

a strong foundation that keeps it fighting day in and day out. Through the intensity of the black 

gaze, we can confront the system that was built on the ideas of whiteness and against what once 

didn't allow black men or women to move and gaze, freely. Black men and women are going to 

continue to experience trauma and issues with this system, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t a battle 

worth fighting. We must fight so that there won't continue to be tragedy after tragedy that places 

chains engrained with fear on the bodies of the oppressed. Being that there is no way of knowing 
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how things will actually turn out in the future, the shift we are seeing will lead to understanding 

the value of the black identity in America, just as much as it does for that of white identity. It is 

not about how one can exercise power over another, but how groups must live amongst one 

another in a way of experiencing true freedom in the “land of the free.” 
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Figure 1: Kenyatta Cole, The Black American, 2020, Poster Series.  

 
 
Figure 2: Kenyatta Cole, The Black Gaze, 2020, Photography. 
 

 
 
Figure 3: Kenyatta Cole, The Self-Reflection, 2020, Photography.
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