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To the trailblazers producing exemplary representations
on-screen and behind-the-scenes.
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Preface

This study of African American women representations in media is rooted in my lived experiences. As an African American woman, I have worked with high-level executives at a multimedia conglomerate and at a major television broadcast operation, where my race and gender were often underrepresented and misrepresented. I also have worked behind-the-scenes in production on a popular reality television series and commercials. I have encountered the ugly faces of racial and gender media misrepresentations personally and underrepresentations professionally. I have been challenged and silenced with little or no control over the media images and content messages aimed to represent my community and me. I am fully aware of the lack of opportunities for African American women and the importance of media ownership for marginalized groups. This fact has propelled me into entrepreneurship as an independent writer, director, producer, and performer. Subsequently, I have been pushed into my purpose as a communication scholar and consultant by happenstance. The political economy of media resulted in using my creativity to start a multimedia educational center for the striving and surviving professionals in the industry. Furthermore, the struggles of producing projects on a “shoestring” or low budget have springboard my interests and investigations on African American women media organizations. As a communication professional and scholar, my research on organizational leadership and inclusion results from my commitment to help shift people of color and women from primarily media consumers to industry producers.

Over the years, I have taught college and university students the value of becoming industry professionals. This book is a vital contribution to research as various higher learning institutions require students to take coursework that fits within broad parameters of diversity and inclusion discourse. The study is intended for advanced students, researchers, and academics in the field of communications across the arts and humanities. Media gender and racial representations are a widely taught and researched subject, and this publication is a valuable resource for university-level communication departments. The book is geared to an academic audience. It is useful for students in higher education studying to become film and television entrepreneurs, creators, writers, directors, producers, and executives. Those who produce or plan to produce media programming featuring African American women will find the study useful. The research illustrates a model to help educate current and prospective media postgraduate student audiences on the leadership practices of women and racial groups inclusion to project multidimensional culture and identity. The study is designed to teach graduate and undergraduate courses in communication, culture, and media studies. Furthermore, the exploration of African American women as a media owner or show creator targeting an African American woman audience is useful for scholars in interdisciplinary fields such as African American and Black diaspora studies, American studies, cultural studies, gender studies, media studies, race and ethnicity studies, popular culture studies, television studies, and women studies.


Introduction and Overview

Transforming the Storylines Above-the-Lines

Oprah Winfrey, the first African American woman multimedia mogul, initiated a major change in the media industry when she launched the Oprah Winfrey Network (OWN) to approximately eighty million homes (Robin 2013). This number one cable network among African Americans produced one of the top-rated television series, Queen Sugar (Grace et al. 2017). The Queen Sugar drama exemplifies the humanity of multidimensional and multigenerational African American women of various classes owning and managing property, building a family legacy, learning how their history affects modern-day, and other intimate subjects that matter to them.
 
The drama series was not greenlighted by the media industry agents nor the product of these gatekeepers’ packages that are run by 96.7 percent white men (Hunt et al. 2018). This original television series is a product of an African American woman-owned network featuring African American women in leading roles on-screen and behind-the-scenes such as the show creator, Ava DuVernay (Jao 2016). This is a significant difference in an industry in which women and multiracial inclusion behind-the-scenes is uncommon.

During an interview with the Hollywood Reporter, Oprah Winfrey explained the importance of becoming the decision-makers:

I used to use the word “diversity” all the time. We want more diverse stories, more diverse characters . . . Now I really eliminated it from my vocabulary because I’ve learned from her (Ava DuVernay) that the word that most articulates what we’re looking for is what we want to be: included. It’s to have a seat at the table where the decisions are being made. (O’Connell 2016)

Ava DuVernay is not a fan of the word “diversity” that does not hold “emotional resonance” (Murray 2019, 102). The filmmaker was a double Bachelor of Arts major in English and African American studies at the University of California, Los Angeles. She prefers the propulsive and active words “inclusion” and ‘belonging” in an industry where the majority of storytelling is told through the lens of white male directors (Murray 2019, 102).

This book focuses on an African American woman-owned network and script featuring women and people of color in key roles. By examining racial and gender inclusion behind-the-scenes, this study exemplifies how the content themes and images characterize counter-narratives and counter-stereotypes on-screen. This inquiry provides a different perspective on African American women representations geared to expand research and needed understanding. This book constitutes a point of departure from which to explore and appreciate the importance of media inclusion for women of color working on- and off-screen. 

This study on OWN’s Queen Sugar television series shows how African American women are projected on-screen when allowed the opportunity to be major players behind-the-scenes. The television drama was specifically investigated to examine how socially conscious or deliberate African American women are making a difference on-screen when they are positioned to be responsible for the images and content themes by virtue of a similar background as race and gender behind-the-scenes. The African American women creatives may or may not be feminists or anti-racists. Nevertheless, Oprah Winfrey and Ava DuVernay are both media industry trailblazers that recognize that they represent a minority of women and people of color. “When I’m introduced as the first this, first that . . . It doesn’t mean anything to me.” DuVernay said. “I’m trying to have all of us up in there and more” (Danielle 2018, 83). Winfrey also voices concerns of underrepresentation during the early stages of her successful career as an African American woman:

If other people perceive me to be representative of black people in this country, it is a false perception. The fact that I sit where I sit today, you can’t deny there have been some major advances. But I’m still just one black woman. (Lowe 1998, 30)

Oprah Winfrey self-identifies as a “black woman,” which is used interchangeably with the race identification “African American woman” throughout this book. This is due to the literature cited and research specifically focusing on American women of African descent. This book draws on the tenets of Africana womanism and black feminist thought, which are both theoretical concepts designed for women of African descent to move toward self-definitions (Collins 2000; Hudson-Weems 2020). The analysis explores the cultural consciousness of the women working behind-the-scenes which is reflected in the character portrayals on-screen. Cultural consciousness is the process of expanding understanding and deeper knowledge about the set of shared attitudes, values, beliefs, behavioral standards, goals, and practices that characterize an institution, organization, group, or individuals (Páez and Albert 2012).

This book explores the African American female media producers’, Oprah Winfrey and Ava DuVernay, cultural consciousness in their decision-making. Winfrey, the multimedia entrepreneur, stated that she “transcended race” (Joseph 2018, 4). She demonstrates the ability to rise above or go beyond the limits of race by strategically affirming repetitions of historical and contemporary intersectional nature of racism in mainstream media. As an actress and producer, Winfrey has supported African American women stories from portraying a former slave in the drama film Beloved (1998) authored by Toni Morrison to the true story of a woman whose mother’s cancer cells changed the course of cancer treatment in the HBO film The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks (2017). For decades, Winfrey has partnered with African American women storytellers such as Ava DuVernay.

The Queen Sugar television series creator, Ava DuVernay, is a filmmaker that artistically expresses social resistance that centers on the lived experiences of African Americans and women (Baker 2018). DuVernay uses narratives in mass media to bring awareness or consciousness to problems within society and communities in fiction productions such as I Will Follow (2010) and Middle of Nowhere (2012). She also directed, coproduced (with Howard Barish and Spencer Averick), and cowrote (with Spencer Averick) the documentary, 13TH (2016), on the intersection of race, justice, and mass incarceration in the United States. During the 2020 global protests on systemic racism, Netflix reported that millions of members (a 4,665% increase) sought out the 13TH documentary (Nolan 2020). The film was also available for free as an educational resource that featured scholars, activists, and politicians to analyze the criminalization of African Americans. 

Ava DuVernay notably educates through media for the humanity of black and brown lives. Her work of the critical acclaim nonfiction miniseries, When They See Us (2019), chronicled the Exonerated Five—Korey Wise (Jharrel Jerome), Kevin Richardson (Asante Blackk and Justin Cunningham as an adult), Antron McCray (Caleel Harris and Jovan Adepo as an adult), Yusef Salaam (Ethan Herisse and Chris Chalk as an adult), and Raymond Santana (Marquis Rodriguez and Freddy Miyares as an adult)—wrongful convictions as teenagers and their difficulty adjusting to life outside a juvenile facility (and adult prison for Korey Wise) as men. The Netflix drama featured a stellar cast as DuVernay captured all angles of institutional and structural racism to bring humanity to their stories as a culturally sensitive and conscious creator, cowriter, and director. The prosecutor who oversaw the unfair convictions lost a book deal after the four-episode release (Moreau 2019). Another leading prosecutor in the trial resigned from professorship after their role in the Exonerated Five unjust arrests resulting in various consequences and traumas in the men’s lives (Zilko 2019). The depictions of the 16 Emmy nominated miniseries brought social awareness or consciousness and change.

Ava DuVernay and Oprah Winfrey give voice to the silence of traditionally marginalized groups of people represented on-screen and behind-the-scenes. These two powerful women work as a creative team on the Queen Sugar series. The television drama was selected for an intensive analysis and deeper understanding of an African American woman-owned network programming featuring African American women in prominent roles. There is a need for research that explores alternative representations, especially studies that include African American women employed above-the-line. The term “above-the-line” refers to the list of individuals who guide, influence, and add creative direction and voice during the production phases. These roles include the television show creators, scriptwriters, performers, producers, and directors.

This book recognizes distinctions in African American women representations when the network employs women and people of color above-the-line. The subject matter focuses on the deeper issues of on-screen race and gender media representations with a strong emphasis on the women working behind-the-scenes. The persistent or pervasive misrepresentations of African American women on-camera attributed to the problematic issues of underrepresentation of African American women inclusion behind-the-scenes. The racist and sexist media stereotypes misrepresent African American womanhood resulting in assumptions such as claims of hypersexuality, criminal inclination, motherhood negligence, welfare dependence, and aggressive behavior (Gammage 2016). There may be a real-life woman who fits one or more of these characteristics; however, an individual’s behavior does not represent all African American women. Furthermore, African American women should not remain repeatedly misrepresented by isolated actions while excluding their backstory. An African American woman has a history or her story, just like any other race of women.

Women studies scholars have made the argument that African American women are not monolithic (Watkins 2007). African American women’s voices or physical weight may go up or down just like any other group of people. It would then be absurd to stereotype all African American women as loud and obese or quiet and skinny. Nevertheless, media scholars show continuous historical and contemporary television images and content are monolithic depictions of black women (Cheer 2018; Gammage 2016; West 2012).

Over the years, black women scholars have criticized racial and gender stereotypes (Cheer 2018; Collins 2000; Gammage 2016; Haggins 2007; Harris-Parry 2011; Smith-Shomade 2002; Squires 2009). African American women have been repetitively portrayed as the defeminized Mammy, hypersexual Jezebel, angry Sapphire, and unfit welfare mother. Historical and contemporary scholars both theorize that these representations are all oppressive factors made to seem as though these images and narratives are normal for black women. The historical Mammy stereotypes, for example, shape perceptions of African American women as domestic servants (Collins 2000; West 2012). Similarly, the “modern-day mammies” are the working-class African American women “who uphold white-dominated structures, institutions, or bosses at the expense of their personal lives” (Wingfield 2007, 198). African American women have been identified as the “mainstream matriarch” female character who rules her family (Cheer 2018, 33). Jezebel is referred to as another controlling image (West 2012). The hypersexual Jezebel and aggressive Sapphire are working-class African American women referred to as the “black b*tch,” who represents a “materialistic, hypersexual, manipulative figure prevalent in hip-hop culture” (Wingfield 2007, 198). The historical and modern-day welfare mother shaped the perception of African American women as unfit parents (Collins 2000).

It has been shown that traditional media portrayals contribute to the perpetuation of existing stereotypes about African American women. Mothers, for example, raising children outside the conventional definitions of nuclear families are demonized as unfit parents. According to the African American Policy Forum (2020), the First Amendment Defense Act has been used to deny employed single-mothers family leave and terminate teachers who have become pregnant while single. There is a need for constructive discourse on the intersectional understanding of single motherhood. It is suggested that opportunities expand to include black women and other women of color in policy research, advocacy, and programmatic interventions.

The welfare mother stereotypes further served as a means to blame African American women for their oppression to offer justification for cutting social welfare (Haggins 2007). This misconception is portrayed in media, although the majority of welfare recipients are not African American women. In 2016, white people were reported as the primary recipients of welfare programs such as Medicaid at 43 percent, Supplemental Nutrition Assistant Program (SNAP) at 36.2 percent, and Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) at 27.9 percent (Lexington Law 2018). Millions of Americans face financial hardships, as shown during the 2020 coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic, but there is a problem of racial discrimination when only one particular group of people is erroneously portrayed as solely responsible for systemic issues.

Since the inception of films and television, the media industry has been culturally insensitive to ethnic groups of people. There are historical documentations of white directors complaining that they could not teach Native Americans how to act “Indian,” and ethnic groups of people in general were being depicted as intellectually and morally inferior to white people (Wilson et al. 2013). During the early 1900s, ethnic groups of people such as Middle Eastern and Mexicans were
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