
 

 

"Black Is. . . Black Ain't" 
 

 
"Black Is… Black Ain’t" is true to form of the genius and 
greatness of Marlon Riggs. It tells two stories, one 
about the "isms" within the community, and the 
journey of a Black gay man living with and dying from 
AIDS. "Black Is. . ." dares to speak about the 
unspeakable within the African American community: 
skin color, "grade" of hair, thick or thin lips or noses. It 
hits hard, as all of Marlon's works have, on the need for 
unity and communication within the Black community. 
With sound bites from the "best and brightest" of 

contemporary African Americans, including Cornel West, Angela Davis, bell hooks, Essex 
Hemphill, and Barbara Smith, "Black Is. . ." explores both the commonalities and the 
singularities of African American life. Only Marlon could get away with "washing the Black 
community's dirty laundry in the street," something most folks' parents (my mother 
included) taught them they better not do. "What's done and said in this house stays in this 
house!" Jean Williams (my mother) would say. Angela, Barbara, and Michele Wallace all 
talked about their experiences of sexism within the Black activist movements of the late 60s 
and 70s. All three, along with many others, refused to be subservient to Black men and 
fought for their voices to become a part of the revolution. Michele, author of  ”Black Macho 
and the Myth of the Superwoman”, says she was punished for speaking out, and is still being 
punished.  
"Black Is. . ." also uses "everyday people" to answer the questions, "who is really Black?" 
"What is true Blackness?" A lively debate among a group of teenagers turns around the 
importance of knowledge of history, the past, one's roots. A young man scorns the need for 
the past, saying that dealing with the present is difficult enough. A young woman contends 
that knowledge of history can be useful because history repeats itself. An older man notes 
that knowledge is power, and that whites withheld our history for the power it would 
provide. 
Another story within "Black Is. . ." is Marlon's return to his southern roots. At his 
grandmother's home in Texas, we watch as she prepares her specialty, gumbo. The gumbo 
becomes a recurring theme throughout "Black Is. . .," Big Mama stirring the pot, adding 
more and more ingredients to the quintessential Black stew.  
I had the pleasure of meeting Big Mama once when I visited Marlon in the hospital - she is 
one of the most charming, delightful people I have ever met. 
 
The second story "Black Is. . ." tells is that of a Black gay man living with, and dying of AIDS. 
Mid-way through the making of "Black Is. . .," Marlon's health took a major turn for the 
worse. As he struggled with the gamut of infections associated with AIDS, Marlon's vision of 
"Black Is. . ." changed. He decided to broaden the scope of the film to enable him to share 
his experience with the audience. He brought his crew into his hospital room to shoot some 
of the funniest and most poignant scenes in "Black Is. . ." These scenes were the most 
difficult for me to see, my friend and hero slipping away. 
Reggie Williams, 1996.  
This article was written for the “Yours In The Struggle Project”, with Al Cunningham. 


