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There is a famous Saturday Night Live sketch in which Eddie Murphy, with ridiculous white makeup, attempts to infiltrate white society in the name of investigative journalism. He studies whiteness by reading Hallmark greeting cards and watching episodes of Dynasty. Disguised as “Mr. White,” Murphy receives a newspaper from a store for free, witnesses parties erupt on buses the moment the one black person steps off, and he gets a loan from the bank on favorable terms with no credit history or even proof of identity.


The sketch was called “White Like Me,” and it perfectly skewered the anthropological pomposity of John Howard Griffin’s famous non-fiction book, Black Like Me, in which white journalist Griffin applied black makeup and a hairpiece, then traveled through the segregated South to experience life as a black man. In 1964, the book was turned into a popular film, which relied on thoroughly unconvincing makeup—a step away from blackface—to let white actor James Whitmore recreate the experiment on celluloid.


Blackface on film carried over from the vaudeville tradition in essentially two ways: singers and entertainers like Al Jolson, Eddie Cantor and Bert Williams (who was actually himself African American) donned it during their acts, and there were also the comedic side characters who played racist caricatures. As a book and a film, Black Like Me cannot fully be considered in this entertainment tradition, because although the project was perhaps misguidedly paternal and naïve, it used the makeup to “try on” blackness for the sake of educating white America. This idea that cosmetic changes can quickly reveal a society of subtle (and not so subtle) racism and thus rouse sympathy from whites forced to endure the black experience firsthand, continues today with the television series Black/White. Most interestingly, the vaudevillian aspects of blackface and racial comedy have mixed with the investigative and educational traditions of Black Like Me to create a cinematic subgenre of the race-switching comedy. In these films, white characters become black, and through a series of hilarious and dramatic capers, learn the errors of their previously bigoted ways.


Melvin Van Peebles’ Watermelon Man (1970) is one movie from this genre worth studying at length, because it is one of the earliest forms of this contemporary genre, and because it remains the most politically and aesthetically experimental of a genre that includes titles such as Soul Man (1986) and, if the boundaries are stretched a bit, White Chicks (2004). While Watermelon Man was critically lambasted upon release, as a mainstream comedy film, it offers a unique opportunity to study the racial issues and perceived “authentic black experience” in the American popular culture of its time. But is the subgenre itself valuable or progressive as a forum for politics and social awareness? By closely examining the film and the discourse around it, Watermelon Man’s choice of delivering subversive politics in an innocuous comedy form can be seen as progressive in hindsight, as the film illustrates both the race-switching comedy’s potential and its limitations in promoting a social agenda.


Director Melvin Van Peebles made a mildly successful first film in France, The Story of a Three Day Pass, and was subsequently courted by major Hollywood studios to make a commercial film in the United States. In the introduction to the Watermelon Man DVD, Van Peebles recalled that when Columbia Pictures sent him the script for the film, he assumed they had made a mistake. The story about Jeff Gerber, a bigot insurance man who goes to sleep one night and wakes up black, was supposed to star a white comedian like Jack Lemmon, but Van Peebles only agreed to direct the film if a black actor played the lead.
 This meant that Godfrey Cambridge actually plays the first act of the film wearing freakish whiteface and an unconvincing light brown hairpiece, much like Eddie Murphy in the White Like Me sketch over a decade later. This abandonment of blackface has political as well as aesthetic potential. As one review criticized, “Cambridge looks and acts so ghastly in white-face that we experience it as a relief rather than a ‘problem’ when he turns black.”
 Unlike so many other films in the genre, whiteness is made unsettling, while blackness becomes natural. Over two and a half decades later, a review for another race-switching comedy, Soul Man, noted of the tired faux-blackface makeup that, “Any director with even a shred of adventure would have cast a black in whiteface.”


Watermelon Man takes place during the mid-60’s civil rights movement, where all the televisions in the Gerber household show the demonstrations and resulting police brutality across the South. In fact, the television in the bedroom plays this footage silently as the camera zooms ominously closer to Jeff’s position in the bed; when he wakes up later to go to the bathroom, he discovers he has turned black. The footage of the demonstrators is therefore given almost magical properties of forcing white suburbia to acknowledge racial injustice in the most direct manner possible: through first-hand experience. No real reason for the color changing is ever established. Jeff initially blames it on a faulty sunlamp he uses to tan twice a day, and then on soy sauce, which is the secret ingredient in the health drinks at the deli. 

Jeff and his wife exhaust time and money in trying to return him to whiteness (including hair straightening products and skin-lightening creams), the second half of the film shows Jeff’s gradual acceptance of the hardships that come with “the black experience.” He is fired from the insurance agency after refusing to use his new skin color to rip off naïve black families who have never bought insurance, and despite his strong résumé, the temp agency decides the perfect job for him would be in a garbage dump. 

One of the most fascinating aspects of the film is how Godfrey Cambridge’s portrayal of Jeff Gerber shifts with his race. At the start of the film, he is shown to be a clear racist and a smart-aleck. The movie opens with him practicing his boxing skills on a speedbag, which he pretends is Muhammad Ali. “You’re a credit to your race,” he says smugly to the bag after finishing. When Jeff is fired from his job at the insurance agency later in the film, Van Peebles turns the scene into a series of still photographs while inserting one of his trademark text overlays that says, “Put your best foot forward… and… BE A CREDIT TO YOUR RACE!” 

The same line changes from joke to insult across the course of the film, just as Jeff Gerber’s purely mean and racist humor will become anti-societal and cynical when placed in the new context of blackness. The same reviewer who disliked Cambridge’s unconvincing white makeup went on to say, “Unfortunately, the change doesn’t improve the character he plays, who keeps ranting and raving and responding stupidly until the wee minutes of the film.”
 This is precisely the point. Whereas society tolerates the white Jeff Gerber’s obnoxiousness because his skin color allows him privilege in a social/racial hierarchy, it views similar humor as “militant” when he’s black. His sarcastic response to his wife that “watermelon only tastes good if it’s stolen” is similar in pure style to his smart-aleck nature at the beginning of the film, but it now has social relevance. It’s a humorous reminder of the several times he’s been grabbed by police since turning black. In one of those scenes, the police ask a crowd if anyone saw him steal anything, and one person shouts back, “I didn’t see him, but he must have!” And when the neighborhood association raises an exorbitant sum of money to buy him out of suburbia, Jeff responds, “I was thinking of moving anyway; I think the neighborhood’s a bit too Jewish.” Although it’s not improbable that Jeff starts the film an anti-Semite, given his other clear prejudices, this remark cannot be seen as solely anti-Semitic. It is an effective joke at the expense of the neighborhood association’s attempt to keep the neighborhood “racially pure,” by noting popular attitudes of discrimination within the white community itself.

After being bought out by the neighborhood association, Jeff’s wife and kids leave him, as his wife no longer feels comfortable being married to a “permanent” black man, even if they’ve been married for years. This is purposefully hypocritical, since she spends the first part of the film talking about how noble the civil rights demonstrators are, and chastises Jeff for being nothing but a racist. Now fully separated from the job and family that defined his life as a white man, Jeff moves from suburbia to the city, and uses the money to start his own small insurance agency dedicated to helping black customers. He rents a small apartment in the predominantly black community and spends his nights walking the streets, where he visits strip clubs and watches two white cops enter the club and start randomly searching patrons. The final scene features him with more than a dozen other black men in a brightly lit room, using brooms and sticks as martial arts weapons in a self-defense class. The credits roll over the frozen image of Jeff Gerber shouting and jabbing his broom towards the camera. This final scene’s focus on self-defense shows one of the tenets of the Black Panther party.

Although the film takes place during the mid-60’s civil rights movement, with the television in the Gerber house showing non-violent demonstrations and famous footage of police violence in the South, Watermelon Man was actually made in 1970, and it shows a large influence from later black revolutionary ideologies like those espoused by the Black Panthers. Van Peebles certainly had an established interest in their politics and history; twenty-five years later he would write, direct and self-finance Panther, a historical-fiction movie based on the rise and fall of the Black Panthers. Well before then, his famous work in the blaxploitation genre (such as Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song) created assertive heroes who responded to oppression and discrimination with violence.

The politics of Watermelon Man are fascinating, but there is something limiting in the way Van Peebles—and the genre as a whole—sets up dichotomies in the storytelling that conflate race with class. These stories typically aim to demonstrate the “authentic” black experience that the formerly clueless white character must learn about. This monolithic experience usually portrays black society as entirely working class, in opposition to the white character’s middle class and suburban background. Even though Jeff gets a sizeable amount of money for his home, the new community where he buys his apartment is still shown to be a place of vice and dilapidated buildings. There is no doubt that discriminatory housing practices do create racialized ghettos, and that a complex history of discrimination in education and the workplace means a higher percentage of blacks are in the lower classes than whites. The problem comes when these films continue to recycle similar representations, especially in the case of the race-switching genre, in which educating the audience about racial difference in the interest of fostering tolerance seems to be one of the supposed goals. Showing the white character as middle class and the black character(s) as poor means that the switch from white to black also includes a downward shift on the economic ladder, which is an additional switch not always made explicit. Watermelon Man is somewhat appropriate in this regard because it makes the decline part of the story, tying the ending to class-consciousness as poor black folk show their willingness to fight back, but the lack of any black characters who could be considered middle class—except for the brief mentioning of a black doctor over the telephone—certainly has at least a subtle effect on the viewer.

Van Peebles is very good at using the form of the comedy genre as an effective entry point for the audience, preparing them for the more serious and dramatic final act of Watermelon Man. He noted the inclusive nature of the genre in an interview, saying, “This is a comedy. Usually you hear it’s a black film and you say, ‘Uh oh. Gonna be flagellated today.’”
 While his remark tries to distance the film from a tradition of “serious” social issues pictures, Watermelon Man’s final act clearly demonstrates some political or social intent in driving home the realities of “the black experience.” As mentioned earlier, a dramatic final act is not unusual in the race-switching comedy genre. Borrowing from the investigative journalism heritage of Black Like Me, the ending is traditionally where the re-whitened character repeats to his white colleagues what he has learned. In Soul Man, for instance, the Harvard Law student who has pretended to be black in order to get scholarship money through affirmative action appears before the college’s judiciary committee. Threatened with expulsion, he talks about how his experience on the receiving end of racism, and his relationship with a black female student who is raising a child alone, taught him the gravity of the black struggle. He ends up with a slap on the wrist and a “you’ve learned your lesson”-type speech from his professor, played by James Earl Jones. Presumably he goes on to graduate from Harvard Law School, and although this experience may have taught him a valuable lesson in awareness of inequality, the student would still be able to access all of America’s privileges that come with being rich and white.

Watermelon Man is unusual for the genre, however, because the change is permanent. Jeff is now black and it’s assumable he will stay black forever; his ties to the white community have been cut, bonds to his new community have been formed, and he has taken the changes much further than any white character temporarily “trying on” blackness has before. This was actually not the studio’s intent, as they recognized the disturbing effect this might have on the predominantly white audiences. Columbia Pictures demanded that an ending be shot in which Jeff Gerber wakes up, fully re-whitened, to realize it was all a dream. Van Peebles shot the ending but quickly threw it away, leaving the studio no choice but to go with his final cut.
 If studied closely, the first half of the film leaves many clues in the dialogue that this awakening from the dream was the intended ending. There are numerous references to dreams and nightmares, as if Jeff will soon awaken from his own racial nightmare, and multiple color filters during the initial discovery of the race switching suggest it’s a hallucination.

As it is, Watermelon Man’s current ending suggests an even scarier possibility: the truly arbitrary nature of race. What is the point of discrimination and hierarchies based on assumed racial superiority if you can go to bed white and wake up black? The notion is completely counterintuitive to the supposedly fixed nature of race, one of the prime reasons race is such an effective social construct. However, whether through societal conditioning or the “innateness” of race, once Jeff Gerber arbitrarily turns black in skin color, by the film’s end he has become culturally black, aligning himself with specific businesses and political ideologies because of his new identity. So in this respect Watermelon Man suggests that race as a cultural identity marker may be fixed, because a certain social experience is inescapable (which does limit the film’s take on the various political and social strata black folk could occupy even during the civil rights movement). But the ability to physically switch skin color and therefore inhabit a completely new identity is what results in so much pleasure (and perhaps subconscious dread) for the audience, and this gives the race-switching comedy genre progressive potential.

In an interview with the Chicago Daily Defender, Godfrey Cambridge said of the movie, “A black doing a role like the one I just played could do more for settling racial unrest than a thousand promises and lectures. There’s nothing better than laughing at yourself. And when you think that I can play a white man one moment and like it, then turn around and be myself and like it, it’s wild.”
 Just like when Van Peebles stressed earlier that the film was first and foremost a comedy, there is the potential for education and equality through laughter, even in a genre as tense with contradictions and stereotypes as the race-switching comedy.

The use of some stereotypes as the fodder for jokes, along with the openly political nature of Watermelon Man’s ending, resulted in a series of very poor reviews that said more about the critics’ own attitudes towards the movie’s subject matter than towards the movie itself. “This dreadfully unfunny joke of a movie falls crashingly flat on its black-and-white face,” said Howard Thompson in the New York Times. “There is certainly leeway for good, healthy amusement and a racial mouthful in a subtle, ironic satire of a new-skinned man and his adjustment to himself and his world. Yesterday’s new picture literally demands that the viewer find hilarious one long, stultifying cliché, smirkily encompassing every racial cliché ever invented, ranging from crude and tasteless to dull.”
 Good, healthy amusement? Combine that with a subtle, ironic satire and the movie’s politics would have been softened to the point of being ineffectual; there is no reason to demand that Van Peebles or Watermelon Man play down the possible severity of racism that would make Jeff’s white neighbors reject someone who they’ve known for years solely because of a slight change in pigmentation. Such betrayal doesn’t speak kindly of white rationality, but it’s both an absurd and wholly plausible situation that obviously troubled reviewers. In a review for the Washington Post, Gary Arnold reveals some of the same insecurity in his eye-catching opening: “Watermelon Man […] is one of those movies that makes writing reviews the equivalent of writing quarantine notices. This ugly, noisy, nervewracking, racial farce opened Wednesday at the Palace, and I wish it would go away.”
 Adjectives like “ugly,” “noisy” and “nervewracking” are commonly associated with protests or other unavoidable grabs for attention, which is admittedly what Watermelon Man can sometimes become. However, the wish to make it disappear suggests the film troubled Arnold and stuck in his memory, which is exactly what the film aims for.

Over the course of 36 years, Watermelon Man has since received some critical validation as a curiosity—the sole piece of work Melvin Van Peebles directed for a Hollywood studio. (After making the enormously popular independent film Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song, Van Peebles has continued to work independently.) Watermelon Man is occasionally screened as part of retrospectives of the director’s career, but continues to receive more attention for the stage in his career that it represents than as a film itself.
 This is true even as other race-switching comedies come and go; one review for Soul Man constantly compared the movie to the gender-switching hit Tootsie even though Watermelon Man would have been a far more accurate and productive comparison to examine.
 In an effort to examine the potentials of the race-switching comedy genre, and how politics can be expressed through the form of “trying on” blackness, one happy byproduct would be a revitalization of interest for one of Melvin Van Peebles’ forgotten films.
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