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Introduction

Black Women Shattering Stereotypes: A Streaming Revolution

In the summer of 2020, at the height of marches and protests regarding horrific and systemic racism in the United States, Netflix posted a “Black Lives Matter” list of offerings. Of the forty-two films/series chosen for their list, twelve featured the stories of Black women/girls and seventeen were produced, written or directed by Black1 women. That same summer, the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences (host of the Oscars) implemented new eligibility requirements for films with an eye to increasing diversity (“Oscars to set best picture”). Perhaps these two examples are evidence that we are slowly creeping forward in recognizing and celebrating the work of Black women in media. More importantly, the work of Black women behind and in front of the camera allows all of us to consume stories that defy the tired and troubling stereotypes that have plagued Black women for centuries. When Black women are behind the camera, writing/producing/directing, the harmful stereotypes created by the white supremacist capitalist patriarchy (WSCP) are not only confronted but often shattered. But we need more Black women behind the camera critically and consciously working toward change, telling the stories of their lives and characters in dramatic juxtaposition against stereotypes. Those women being hired are wrecking those ratchet, trifling images of mammies, jezebels, sapphires, and sisters with an attitude. They may express anger, but they are not Angry Black Women: they carefully articulate the justifiable reasons for their anger: systemic oppression in the form of racism, sexism, classism, and homophobia.

Thirty years ago, Daughters in the Dust (1991), a gorgeous arthouse film by Julie Dash, received attention from the (primarily white) film critics. The film offered a decidedly Black female perspective, a worldview largely missing from the film canon. Dash’s film was “not about explaining Black history to white people” (Scott 2020, 89). It was about celebrating the rich and beautiful culture of Black women from a Black woman’s perspective. Daughters in the Dust felt revolutionary (it was), but it was limited to art-house releases, small venues, and university classrooms. In 2000, Love and Basketball by Gina Prince Bythewood became a major Hollywood release, again from the perspective of a Black girl and her love of a sport she wanted to play, not watch. She had to fight to follow her passion. Just as the protagonist of that film, Monica, had to fight systems of race, class, gender, and sexuality to pursue her dreams, so did Bythewood and Dash. These films were messages of perseverance, hope, and love. That was decades ago. In 2000, Dee Rees offered us Pariah, another independent film, but this one featured a young lesbian protagonist. The film propelled Rees into the mainstream industry and she has continued to produce/direct shows and films such as Mudbound (2011) and Bessie (2015) that feature the stories and perspectives of Black women. Since Daughters in the Dust, Love and Basketball, and Pariah, Black women have been building a body of work that deals with all these issues: community, history, love, family, and culture. That is not to say that their work is recognized. The canonical list of films entitled “The Criterion Collection” is notoriously tone deaf when it comes to anything other than films by whites and males. If there are films about the Black experience on Criterion’s list, they are directed/produced/written by whites. In fact, as of 2020, there was only one Black female director on the list: Euzhan Palcy’s A Dry White Season (1989). The list’s white male selection committee can’t seem to identify with Black films, especially those by Black women. Yet Black women filmmakers keep waiting for the call, like jilted prom dates. Bythewood, director of Love and Basketball, said, “Every month, they (Criterion) put out an alert about their films coming out, and every month, I open it to see if they’re going to highlight any Black filmmakers. And it never happens” (Buchanan and Ugwu 2020, AR6).

The Criterion list, and the white guys who keep it, may be ignoring Black women writers, directors, and producers, but consumers are not. Today as we look at the landscape of what Black women are offering us, what they are writing, directing, and producing, it feels like a revolution. Instead of one or two films every ten years by, about, and for Black women, we now have so many that it is difficult to keep up. That is a good problem to have. This book offers a small beginning, a select few to examine closely. After doing so, I feel hopeful. After talking to Black women, I can testify that they are ravenous for these representations. They are not only watching, but they are also thinking and talking about what these representations mean. There is so much more to come from Black women, both producers and consumers. Black women’s voices and perspectives have been squelched and silenced for too long. Now is their time and they are taking it.


In 2013, Being Mary Jane (BMJ) aired on Black Entertainment Television, featuring a strong female character. Unlike Scandal (2012–2019), produced by Shonda Rhimes, a celebrated Black female writer/producer who made a name for herself in the popular series Grey’s Anatomy (2005–present), BMJ (2013–2019) represented an Afrocentric perspective of being young, college-educated, and professional. Simultaneously, a young woman named Issa Rae began self-producing her own series entitled Awkward Black Girl, posting her episodes on YouTube. Although these shows all featured educated, professional, unmarried Black women dealing with issues at work and in their personal lives, Mary Jane Paul and Rae’s character, J, unlike Olivia Pope on Scandal, confronted issues of Black family, Black community, and Black culture in every episode. Awkward Black Girl was picked up and produced by HBO and renamed Insecure. Issa Rae renamed her protagonist Issa Dee, but the themes and thrust of the show remained similar to Awkward Black Girl. These shows offered a feminist, Afrocentric perspective. From the shows’ soundtracks to book references to topics of systemic racism, sexism, and homophobia, Mary Jane and J/Issa offered viewers a dynamic and complex Black view of the world from a female perspective. Inversely, Scandal’s protagonist, Oliva Pope, was a lonesome island unto herself, figuratively captured by a white president to be his mistress (a stereotypical Jezebel), and often held hostage by her damaged Black parents. There was no community or culture for Pope, only dysfunction and drama. In contrast, BMJ and Awkward Black Girl/Insecure felt revolutionary in the way they represented contemporary Black womanhood and empowerment.2 Although BMJ and Awkward Black Girl/Insecure were likely written for an assumed Black female audience, both series were picked up by popular streaming services (Netflix and HBO), proving an appeal to a wider demographic.

Whereas one could see Olivia Pope manifesting tired Black female stereotypes such as the Jezebel and Sapphire, one would be hard-pressed to put Mary Jane Paul or J/Issa Dee in such boxes. Mary Jane and J/Issa defied and disrupted the stereotypes of Jezebel (Black seductress of white men) and Sapphire (a Black professional woman who uses her sexuality to get ahead in the WSCP3). Newer productions, particularly those by Black women, disrupt these stereotypes. As recently as 2014, research showed that Black adolescents, when asked about the Black female characters they were watching on television, found largely negative representations. According to Adams-Bass et al. (2014), “[Black adolescent] respondents generally agreed that there were few positive or uplifting images of black women in the images they viewed. Overall, perceptions and meanings of black women imagery could be placed in the following categories: black women are unusually sexual, black women take care of others, black women are strong, and black women are angry” (87). Perhaps there has not been a total revolution since 2014. I am not arguing here that we exist in a post-racial culture. However, when Black women are behind the camera, there are distinct and important differences in how Black womanhood is portrayed, deviating from these one-dimensional stereotypes.

In this introduction, I offer Mary Jane Paul and J/Issa Dee as examples of a heartening trend, one away from stereotypes of Black women to one towards complex and interesting Black female protagonists that mainstream audiences are drawn to. Mary Jane Paul and J/Issa Dee, when held up against Olivia Pope, represent two extremes. Paul and J/Dee are a new type of Black female character who defy stereotypes and are operating within a Black community/family; Pope manifests old stereotypes that may be interesting to some white audiences, but perhaps less than before. Within the past few years, an important trend is emerging in films and streaming services: the offering of Black female roles that defy sickening stereotypes. I posit that this trend is the result of two shifts in the entertainment industry. The first is that the entertainment industry offerings change when Black women are given the opportunity to produce, direct, write, and create characters, which is happening more. The second is that streaming services and social media such as YouTube open up avenues for Black women to write/produce/direct and gain an audience in ways that Hollywood and traditional television did not. In conjunction with opportunities available for Black women through pushing product on streaming services, audiences of streaming services may trend young and more diverse, creating a bigger demand for this diverse programming. These newer, younger, more diverse audiences are not as interested in stereotypes of Black women as the typical television viewer of yore.

When looking at the offerings on popular streaming services such as Hulu, Netflix, and Amazon Prime, programming featuring Black women in complex and interesting roles is easy to find and trending as popular: Little, Black-ish, Grown-ish, Mixed-ish, Girlfriends, Good Girls, Insecure, High Fidelity, Girls Trip, For Colored Girls, If Beale Street Could Talk, Nappily Ever After, Bessie, Self Made, Dear White People, The Chi, Lovecraft Country, and Twenties are just a few offerings produced between 2018 and 2020. These shows/films not only portray Afrocentric female characters who are complex and authentic, but this programming is popular enough to garner the attention of mainstream audiences.

Where We Have Come From: Racist Stereotypes on TV and in Film

Mammy, Jezebel, Sapphire, Welfare Queen, Diva, Gold Digger, Gangsta Bitch, Baby Mama, Angry Black Woman: These historical stereotypes of Black womanhood have emerged from slavery and evolved to contemporary times. The “welfare queen” stereotype, which emerged after the Moynihan Report (1971) and was codified by the Reagan Administration (1981–1989), was a central character to Reagan’s Welfare Reform Policy. The “updated” stereotypes, typically generated by hip-hop music and reality programs, emerged during the past twenty years. Programs such as Real Housewives of Atlanta (2008–2020), Teen Mom (2009–2020), I Love New York (2007–2008), Basketball Wives, and Flavor of Love helped codify the Diva, Gold Digger, Gangsta Bitch, Baby Mama, and Angry Black Woman stereotypes. “Tabloid talk shows” such as The Maury Povich Show, The Montel Williams Show, Bill Cunningham Show, and The Jerry Springer Show also contributed to perpetuating and codifying these stereotypes of Black womanhood (Hudson 1998). According to Ward, editor of Real Sister (2015), a book about Black women on reality TV:

Reality TV has become a battleground of stereotypes, respectability politics, and ratchet capitalization, and in this ever-expanding genre, Black women are playing increasingly prevalent roles; however, the portrayal of Black women on many shows consistently presents negative and stereotypical images (5).

Even as reality and tabloid television are reinforcing old stereotypes or inventing new—just as harmful—stereotypes of Black womanhood (Hudson 1998, Ward 2015, Giannino & China 2018), there are also hopeful trends. Since 2016, there is evidence of films and series writing new and refreshing scripts of what it means to be Black and female in a WSCP. Primarily because of streaming services that open up avenues of delivery and consumption for smaller projects outside of network television and Hollywood, viewers can avoid stereotypical characters and feast upon the new offerings of Black writers and directors. Shows/films such as Girlfriends, Queen Sugar, Twenties, Chewing Gum, and High Fidelity demand the viewer disregard the stereotypes and see Black female characters as complex, interesting, dynamic, even if they are flawed. In these programs, we see Black female characters of various ages, educational levels, and social classes working, loving, and living outside of the tired stereotypes. In Hollywood films such as Girls Trip, Little, Self Made, Hidden Figures, Black Panther, and The Photograph, we can access complex and varied versions of Black womanhood.

This book, instead of focusing on media that codifies old or invents new stereotypes, examines texts that offer up complex and interesting Black female characters. The argument here is not to suggest that these characters or the shows are not flawed, but these characters and shows are not perpetuating negative stereotypes. They offer critically conscious viewers entertainment that can be enjoyed and discussed. The shows/films analyzed in this book give us reason to hope that audiences are interested in complex characters and thoughtful portrayals. Although there are still stereotypes of Black women being depicted (often by white or male directors), we have enough offerings to see the real possibility of creating shows/films that not only draw Black female characters in compelling ways, but that those offerings are attracting a general audience, educating against stereotypes. The focus on Black women in the context of this research is important because of the underrepresentation of Black women’s lives and perspectives in scholarship (Robinson 2011). This book attempts to remedy a small part of that ignored perspective and celebrate a hopeful trend in current entertainment media.

To change stereotypical depictions, the WSCP must allow Black women to write and direct. When Black women are behind the camera, creating the words that bring the characters to life, the results defy stereotypes. When these shows are offered to the mainstream (re: white) audiences, they have the potential to shift minds and culture. This may not always be the case, but when examining the directors and writers in the shows that offer complex Black women protagonists, the writers/directors are often women of color. Other scholars have noted a similar dynamic of Black females finding an outlet to define complex Black female representations in the entertainment and music industries (Roberts 1991, Kahn 2008, Jeffries & Jeffries 2015, Baker 2018). Of course, creating films and series is a money-making venture. If there is no money to be made, it is likely that the show will not see the light of day. Yet even in the WSCP some women manage to create films and series that offer a different gaze than that of the typical white male. Often series begin as self-produced YouTube (or other social media) offerings that are then picked up by major production companies (e.g., Broad City, Twenties, and Awkward Black Girl). There are also key Black women with financial capital who are now funding and encouraging other Black women (Issa Rae, Lena Waithe, Oprah Winfrey, and Ava DuVernay to name a few). When Black women are given the opportunity to create, their characters generally defy “respectability politics” because the characters are flawed, complex, and not “models of respectability.” Rather these characters represent a realness that defies both stereotypes and squeaky-clean perfection.

Respectability politics refers to the policing of Black writers/directors/actors by others in the Black community so that Black characters created by Black writers/actors must always reflect excellence that is beyond white critique. Shonda Rhimes’ Olivia Pope could be seen as an example of this “respectability politics” in play: a white-like assimilated Black woman who the white audience is drawn to and can root for. The underlying belief of “respectability politics” is that one Black character stands in for all black people and so they must represent social uplift and respectable behavior to the white viewers (Pickens 2015, Cooper 2017). Contemporary films/television written and directed by Black women and featuring Black protagonists often defy these respectability politics. The characters are not models of “good” womanhood; rather they are complex characters, flawed yet struggling to be better. They often confront racism, sexism, classism, and homophobia—sometimes in conflicted ways—but they are confronting these complex issues. They are refreshingly human. That is not to say characters and shows that reify the stereotypes of Black womanhood do not exist, only that there are popular, readily available alternative offerings. Because Hollywood is driven by the white male gaze (and his pocketbook), we cannot hope for much from that media source. However, even from Hollywood we see movement: there are films driven by Black women (producers, writers, directors). A few years ago, the representation of Black women in Hollywood productions were fraught and even depressing. Regarding Halle Berry’s role in Monster’s Ball (2001) and Lupita Nyong’o role in Twel Years a Slave (2013), Jeffries & Jeffries (2015) wrote, “It is notable that the two Black women whose performances are recognized for excellence among the Academy are sexually objectified by men, in particular White males, expounding the race and gender conundrum” (130). Hollywood may still be abhorrently lacking in Black female characters or stuck in the zone of “trauma porn” when Black women are featured, but we can see progress. Hidden Figures (2017), Little (2019), Girls Trip (2017), and The Photograph (2020) are Hollywood productions that deviate from the stereotypical narrative of Black woman as traumatic victim. On streaming services, we have even more reason to celebrate: one can discover a panoply of shows featuring dynamic Black women in a wide range of genres, including Watchmen (2019), Hair Wolf (2020), Bessie (2015), Dear White People (2017–2020), High Fidelity (2020), Twenties (2020), and Lovecraft Country (2020) to name only a few. Whether one is looking for psycho-thriller, rom-com, biopic, satire, or comedy, one can fill up one’s queue to binge on various genres, all featuring Black female characters that defy stereotypes. And most of the time, when checking the credits, these offerings are brought to us by Black women directors and writers.

Some might argue that although these characters/shows may not abide strictly by the previous stereotypes of Black womanhood, they are still wedged into stereotypes. Shawna Hudson (1998) argues that even if a character is not strictly, say, a Jezebel, if she has enough Jezebel-like characteristics, she will be assigned that label and the rest of the ways in which she defies that stereotype are ignored by the consumer (253). Perhaps. Perhaps the white consumer who already holds onto racist stereotypes will see those stereotypes in these characters and disregard the rest (Entman & Rojecki 2000). Or perhaps not. That question I leave to other researchers. My research focuses on what Black women see. How do the Black women viewing these new texts perceive the characters and how do they respond to these characters? Do they see the characters as defying the stereotypes and reflecting an authentic persona? For these Black women in the audience, my research found that Black female characters created by Black women writers/directors/producers are seen as existing refreshingly outside stereotypical representations, offering Black women audience members entertainment sources that affirm who they are. The issue of audience is central to any discussion of how Black womanhood is portrayed and consumed.

A racist white person might watch one of Tyler Perry’s Madea movies and see a Mammy figure (a large Black mother who is the warm, bosomy caretaker of the domestic sphere), whereas a Black audience member might see something entirely different. A Black viewer may see in Madea a comic foil, a man dressed up as a woman, an exaggerated domineering mother correcting and directing family members’ behavior, and a matriarch holding the family together through tough love and no-nonsense unfiltered speech. Either way, Madea’s traits are very un-Mammy-like as Mammies are passive, smiling caretakers of white people. When considering whether a character is stereotypical or not, harmful or not, one has to examine these complex issues of audience and purpose. Scholars such as Christopher Sewell (2013) might argue that Madea is a racist Mammy caricature, but Black viewers may not see the character that way (Sewell 2013). Or they may be able to laugh at the character as a stereotype, but become uncomfortable imagining a white audience laughing at the racist stereotype (Ward 2015). EJ4, a single nineteen-year-old college sophomore who is studying at a rural Midwestern university, said of Perry’s film Incognito,

Tyler Perry [portrays stereotypical female characters] a lot and I don’t know why. . . When we [Black female audience] are watching, we know, we can laugh because we know we aren’t like that way. We know Black women aren’t crazy. Black women aren’t like that. But then I go to school and I hear white people and men talking and they are talking as if it is a reality. After watching [Incognito] I hear men say, “That is why I don’t want to be with a Black woman.” Those movies give them a reason to believe what they believe.

EJ’s astute insights complicate the portrayal of entertaining Black female characters. The concern of respondents such as EJ is not so much that the character reflects negative stereotypes of Black women, but that these stereotypes matter when the audience is white or even Black men. Through talking with Black women like EJ, I understood that there are lots of films and series they are watching that make them uncomfortable because of the stereotypes that are on display for white people/Black men; but there are also many films and series these viewers offered up as positive representations of Black women, characters they identified with and championed as interesting and important. It was these films/series that I focused on for my research. But I am doing so through the lens of a white woman. I attempt to mitigate that whiteness at every turn, seeking to foreground the voices and perspectives of Black women, acting as the journalist compiling their perspectives for the reader. But my whiteness may have been a barrier and it may continue to be a barrier for those reading this work.

Within the context of this book, I am examining these films/series as a white female academic, a feminist, a self-identified queer, a teacher who teaches against racism and as someone who is interested in roles and narratives that defy and break stereotypes of Black women, Black families, and Black communities. Although my lens is through the location of educated white privilege, I am attempting to examine texts that I believe defy stereotypes and put Black women at the center of an Afrocentric narrative. In addition to my scholar’s eye
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