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Since the very advent of cinema, black filmmakers have been utilizing this medium to 

hone their craft and realize a vision unique to African-American life in the United States. In an 

emerging Hollywood, formed in the early 20th century, the first black filmmakers sought to break 

away from films produced by white directors that depicted black actors and actresses as racist 

caricatures. Their motivation resided in a desire to create films that starred and were directed by 

African-Americans to explore the reality of black life rather than participate in films that 

propagated racist caricatures like the ‘mammies’ and ‘sambos’ popular of the era. The 

widespread segregation in the film industry created obstacles that ultimately dismantled early 

black filmmakers’ commercial success and growth within the budding film industry. Today, 

black filmmakers have received numerous accolades and have proven their immense influence 

with profitable box office returns, yet, the talent of black creators has always existed. When 

black filmmakers are allowed greater creative freedom and control over their stories, they 

construct original narratives through the lens of the African-American experience, specifically 

when reincarnating a unique slave narrative; critically reassess the reality of white cultural 

domination, in the face of a proposed ‘post-racial’ America; and offer new dimensions of culture, 

particularly in redefining black masculinity, that have been lacking in films as of yet. 

Apart from the early actors and actresses belonging to Black Hollywood, the first black 

film production companies sought to carve out an image of blackness attuned to reality in 

opposition to the Dixie idealization of blackness, as presented in D.W. Griffith’s Birth of a 

Nation. Among these were the Lincoln Motion Picture Company founded by Noble and George 

Johnson in 1916 and the Micheaux Film Corporation, founded in 1918 by Oscar Micheaux. The 

Lincoln Motion Picture Company experienced success early on as “within three years, the 
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company released three films, all tales of black progress, endurance, and drive and all starring 

Noble and shot by cameraman Gant, for which Johnson also wrote the screenplay.”1 Johnson’s 

production company was experiencing audience return in rates similar to Universal and “for a 

time, Johnson was a dashing leading man with a charisma and rugged appeal that shone through 

even in stills but Lincoln struggled with financing, distribution, and promotion.”2 Los Angeles 

had its first black movie studio, however, the Lincoln Motion Picture Company suffered. 

Johnson, despite being a leading man in the majority of his studio’s films, would sometimes 

work without a paying salary. The Lincoln Motion Picture Company struggled to stay afloat in 

the emerging Hollywood scene and in the company’s second film, Trooper of Company K, “a 

fire broke out at the laboratory where the film was being developed and printed”, and despite the 

many reshoots and reprinting, it “opened to a wide audience and was touted as a success by The 

California Eagle, an exceptional picture if only for its historical value.”3 However with the 

sudden departure of its leading man, Noble Johnson, the Lincoln Motion Picture Company 

suffered and ceased production in 1921. In the case of the Micheaux Film Corporation, his films, 

starting with The Homesteader in 1918, received plenty of commercial success as compared to 

other films of the era. Their African-American casts attracted large audiences and the company’s 

1919 film, Within Our Gates is one of the few examples of a black produced movie that garnered 

serious attention from the white press. 

Although both the Micheaux and Lincoln films were well received by receptive 

audiences, these black production companies were plagued by obstacles specific to African-

American films. White-oriented production companies, due to their immense funding, could 

                                                            
1 Donald Bogle, Bright Boulevards, Bold Dreams: The Story of Black Hollywood (London: OneWorld, 2006) Kindle, 
loc 496. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid, loc 501. 
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allow one film out for distribution while working on the next. Lincoln and Micheaux could only 

acquire the bare minimum of funding and resources to focus on one film at a time. George P. 

Johnson, who worked for the Lincoln Motion Picture Company recounts, “Now, we had to make 

a picture and then we had to close down everything and take the same man we made the picture 

with and go out and spend money traveling all over the United States, trying to get money 

enough to make another picture.”4 Even when these films were praised from the mainstream 

press, the ubiquitous segregation of the film industry meant that certain opportunities to expand 

commercially were simply not available based on the pretense of the filmmakers and their actors 

being black. Emeritus Professor Clyde Taylor of New York University assessed the gravity of 

the situation and how it affected production companies headed by blacks in the coming decades: 

“Unequal development is a major factor in the construction and development of Black 

cinema…[this underdevelopment] is as much of an invisible hand in the making of the movie as 

any force of capitalism functioning silently in the marketplace.”5 

Despite these obstacles and countless other setbacks, these films presented alternative 

narratives of African-American identity, in stark contrast to previous Hollywood films, that 

touched audiences then, just as they continue to resonate with others now. In movies such as 

Micheaux’s Within Our Gates, black life in the 20th century is realistically depicted as complex 

and multi-dimensional rather than characterized by sterile and racist caricatures. Present in these 

films are black characters who engage in the political and intellectual realm of early 20th century 

America who interact with other socially conscious black characters and absent are the 

‘mammies’ and ‘sambos’ that existed solely for consumption by white audiences. The Micheaux 

                                                            
4 George P. Johnson, interviewed by Elizabeth Dixon and Adelaid Tusler, July 11, 1967. Tape.  
5 Clyde R. Taylor, “Black Silence and the Politics of Representation”, in Oscar Micheaux and His Circle: African‐
American Filmmaking and Race Cinema of the Silent Era, ed. Pearl Bowser et al. (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 2001. 
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and Lincoln film production companies created characters who do all the above as well as 

experience human actuality lest it be through melodramatic and romantic elements popular of the 

era. 

The successes of modern black filmmakers can be traced back to these often forgotten 

black auteurs as it is through the successes and subsequent struggles of Oscar Micheaux and 

Noble Johnson that directors such as Steve McQueen, Jordan Peele, and Barry Jenkins are able 

to create dynamic stories in film. Although, Hollywood remains predominantly white, these 

black filmmakers have recycled and synthesized past elements and narratives to critical acclaim 

to represent marginalized voices and portray black values on the silver screen. It is only recently 

that they’ve been recognized and celebrated for their groundbreaking films that harness the 

power of an alternative narrative developed due in part by the African-American experience to 

offer new dimensions of culture and reassess the reality of black livelihood in modern America. 

Through close analysis of three directors in different genres, it is evident that when black 

filmmakers are granted greater creative freedom, both the filmmakers themselves and the studios 

that patronize them are rewarded either through prestigious accolades or by their immense gains 

in the box office. 

Steve McQueen’s adaptation of Solomon Northup’s slave narrative, Twelve Years a 

Slave, is significant in bridging Hollywood’s awkward stance on portraying slavery in film by 

the construction of a narrative by an African-American filmmaker. The movie’s success has lent 

Americans an opportunity to revisit a unique firsthand experience of slavery on the big screen 

and beyond. Hollywood has long been criticized as being ignorant in narrating the horror and 

severe reality of slavery. Dr. Gabriel of George Mason University fittingly explains Hollywood’s 

problem of slaves in film depicted “as happy, as jovial and in really demeaning stereotypes such 
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as the Mammy or the Uncle Tom [caricatures].”6 Historically, Hollywood has shown hesitance in 

depicting slavery on the silver screen as according to Screen International Film Critic David 

D’Arcy, the industry believes “there still are a lot of Americans in the marketplace who don’t 

really want to see the reality of slavery – and Hollywood being a business may be wary about 

showing too much of that.”7 Throughout American history, slavery has remained a dark secret, 

buried in a removed past. As such, there seemingly exists a delicate balance in Hollywood’s 

depiction of slavery but Steve McQueen’s 12 Years is groundbreaking and bold in its attempt to 

show the reality of a history long ignored. Prior to the movie’s release, Northup’s slave narrative 

existed mostly outside of the public eye. 

The popularity of the movie and its subsequent Best Picture, Best Supporting Actress, 

and Best Adapted Screenplay wins at the 85th Academy Awards spurned a renewed interest in 

the highly accessible slave narrative. Acknowledging the contrast that Twelve Years holds in 

comparison to other slave narratives, McQueen took a different approach in developing his film. 

He shared the process in producing a film true to not only the book itself but of black subjugation 

in 19th century Louisiana. In an interview, McQueen reveals that he worked closely with Harvard 

scholar Henry Louis Gates, Jr., “who served as a historical consultant on the film and provided 

the second major signifier of accurateness.”8 Gates, a renowned African-American studies 

scholar, specializes in nineteenth-century African-American literature and “further enhanced the 

credibility of 12 Years as a well-researched film.”9 Seemingly, McQueen’s collaboration with 

Gates has paid dividends as Northup’s 1853 memoir emerged from relative obscurity to “No. 14 

                                                            
6 Tom Brook, “Slavery in Film: What is Hollywood’s Problem?” BBC, October 21, 2014, 
http://bbc.com/culture/story/20131015‐hollywood‐scared‐of‐slavery. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Jasmine Nichole Cobb, “Directed by Himself: Steve McQueen’s 12 Years A Slave.” American Literary History 26, 
no. 2 (2014): 1‐8, accessed November 7, 2018, doi: 10.1093/alh/aju011. 
9 Ibid. 
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on USA TODAY's 2013 Best-Selling Books list, along with other [more contemporary] book-to-

movie adaptations.”10 The collaboration with Henry Louis Gates, Jr. rewarded McQueen as he 

became the first black British director to win the coveted Best Picture award. The massive 

success brought forth by surpassing its budget in the box office almost ten fold and its Oscar 

wins prove that slavery isn’t exactly the problem for Hollywood, but in reality, the problem lies 

within their assumptions of the American public. The lesson that McQueen’s achievement 

provides for Hollywood is that black stories, in this case whose subject is slavery, will succeed at 

the box office and will receive prestigious accolades, when approached in a conscious and 

precise manner by capable people who are aware of the complexity of American history.  

In Get Out, Jordan Peele constructs an original narrative that traverses the reality of black 

life in contemporary America where whites promote a sense of equality and unity that is beyond 

race, otherwise known as a post-racial state of mind. Throughout K-12, most students learn a 

diluted version of America’s history towards African-Americans, typically culminating with an 

ultimate triumphant Civil Rights Movement. As such, the subsequent struggle against racism and 

for equality that has occurred between the end of the Civil Rights era and the contemporary is 

often left untouched. It’s true that this country has taken enormous strides, through the long 

arduous process of social justice by many activists of color, in bettering race relations and 

granting black people the same equality to whites under the law. Furthermore, Obama’s 

presidency has fueled the popular perception shared, mostly by whites, that the United States has 

reached a post-racial state. This sentiment emphasizes one of the most alarming issues in 

Hollywood and the Academy by the fact that no black filmmaker has ever won best director 

despite their involvement in film since its inception. This stark fact is eased by Oscar wins in the 

                                                            
10 Ibid. 
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Best Actor and Best Actress categories yet history reinforces the idea that black bodies are 

welcomed in the industry but black stories, created by black narrators, have no place in 

Hollywood.  

Through its construction of a film industry that prioritizes narratives written by whites, 

Hollywood has shown that it does not truly operate under a universal notion of storytelling and 

imagination. The failures of the Lincoln and Micheaux production companies have strengthened 

this premise, hence, demonstrating the effectiveness of white cultural hegemony in the film 

industry as Dr. Bodroghkozy, associate professor of Media Studies at the University of Virginia 

claims “cultural domination ensures the triumph of a [proposed] common sense, among all 

sectors of the social order” that underlines Hollywood’s problem with diversity.11 It is not so 

much of a problem that black filmmakers create stories that mass audiences cannot relate to but 

more so a problem of heterogeneity regarding black creators. Jordan Peele’s film earned four 

Oscar nominations in the Best Picture, Best Director, Best Actor, and Best Original Screenplay, 

only winning the latter. Although Get Out didn’t win in the other categories, its Best Original 

Screenplay win marked the first time an African-American writer has won this award, with Peele 

winning the Oscar over previous legends like John Singleton and Spike Lee. This further thrusts 

Get Out into the academic realm of historical analysis, interpretation, and narratology because of 

its unique position among films by black directors in the American canon. Jordan Peele’s film 

challenges both the domination of white filmmakers in Hollywood and the myth of ‘post-racial’ 

America to emphasize the proposition, according to Dr. Bodroghkozy, that “ideological 

hegemony and cultural domination” via the manufactured concept of universality transforms 

                                                            
11 Aniko Bodroghkozy, “Equal Time: Television and the Civil Rights Movement” (Urbana–Champaign: University of 
Illinois Press, 2012), 229. 
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“culture itself into a contested historical arena.”12 Get Out reassesses the widespread perception, 

popular among whites, of a ‘post-racial’ America by breaking through white cultural domination 

and in doing so underlines this film as distinguishably essential in black filmography thus far. 

In Moonlight (2016), Barry Jenkins presents a slice of African-American life that is both 

complex and intuitive that shatters many historically prescribed stereotypes of African-American 

masculinity, hence, offering a new dimension of culture historically ignored by Hollywood. The 

film industry has long been diagnosed with a problem of diversity in its films but when black 

men are granted the opportunity to act in movies, history has shown that they’re often depicted in 

static roles, as hyper-masculine criminals or as sexual aggressors that date back to D.W. 

Griffith’s Birth of a Nation (1915). Perhaps, these racially charged roles can be understood as Dr. 

Lee, associate professor of Communications at Sam Houston State University, argues that "many 

researchers have argued that media portrayals of minorities tend to reflect whites' attitudes 

toward minorities”, essentially revealing “more about whites themselves than about the varied 

and lived experiences of minorities".”13 Aware of these misconceptions of black life, boyhood, 

and manhood, Jenkins approached Moonlight in a different manner, directing a movie formatted 

as a triptych revolving around complexities central to black life regarding class, homosexuality, 

and masculinity. Jenkins captures an intimate moment in one particular scene, when ‘Little’, the 

main character, is in conversation with his only friend Kevin:  

Kevin: You always letting them pick on you 
Little: So, what I got to do? 
Kevin: All you got to do is show these niggas you ain’t soft 
Little: But I ain’t soft 
Kevin: I know, I know but it don’t mean nothing if they don’t know.” 

                                                            
12 Ibid. 
13 Julia M. Bristor et al., "Race and Ideology: African‐American Images in Television Advertising." Journal of Public 
Policy & Marketing 14, no. 1 (1995): 48‐59, http://www.jstor.org/stable/30000378. 
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In this beautifully shot scene, Jenkins illustrates a sense of vulnerability that is rarely afforded to 

black men in film. Scenes like these explore the “performative strategies of black masculinity” as 

Little comes of age with Jenkins extending this narrative to adulthood “along an axis of silence 

and quiet.”14 

Jenkins’s narrative operates within Chiron’s developing sense of identity, as he explores 

his homosexuality in an unwelcoming community, showcasing an often ignored alternative 

narrative of black men and life present throughout Moonlight. In one particularly vulnerable 

scene with Juan, a father figure, Chiron directly confronts the anxiety, confusion, and stress that 

bullying has on queer black youth: 

Chiron: What’s a faggot? 
Juan: A faggot is a word used to make gay people feel bad. 
Chiron: Am I a faggot? 
Juan: No. You can be gay but you ain’t got to let nobody call you no faggot. Unless… 
Chiron: How do I know? 
Juan: Just do, I think…You ain’t got to know right now. Not yet. 

Barry Jenkins kept in mind the performance and regulations that come with existing as a black 

man in America, as well as the added stigma that comes with homosexuality in African-

American communities similar to the movie’s setting, Liberty Square, a notorious housing 

project in Southeast Miami. During the production process, Jenkins was wary of the many ways 

“the world projects this idea of who a black man is [as well as] the performance of black 

masculinity.”15 It is apparent that the director can only have so much control over their projects 

but Jenkins created Moonlight by borrowing from his own life, “The blackness of it is inherent in 

that I’m black, Tarell is black, the neighborhood is black, and Chiron is black. We’re just 

                                                            
14Michael Boyce Gillespie. 2017. “One Step Ahead: A Conversation with Barry Jenkins.” Film Quarterly 70 (3): 52–

62. doi:10.1525/FQ.2017.70.3.52. 
15 Ibid. 
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addressing this part that relates to the specificity of our experience.”16 Moonlight is a unique film 

in itself due to the fact that its only the second ever film, directed by a black man, to win Best 

Picture at the Oscars. In addition, it’s the only film to be honored by the Academy that depicts 

black masculinity and queerness in a manner that’s never been shown before. Jenkins recognizes 

the gravity of his achievement and reflects on the recent success of black filmmakers in 

Hollywood that’s owed to the Lincoln and Michauex picture companies: 

“It’s such a privilege to be working and creating in this day and age. It’s a privilege that has been 
earned on the backs of a lot of people who took a lot of shit before me. I don’t know what it was 
like in any other eras of black cinema…to carry the cause of the race to such an extent that it 
supersedes the work and the art.”17 
 
The historic role of black males in film have seldom been controlled by black filmmakers and 

because of this, the role of black bodies have been reduced to racist caricatures and modern 

stereotypes rooted back in slavery. It is imperative that black filmmakers are allowed, either 

through established studios or independent production companies, greater creative freedom to 

offer new dimensions of black culture as presented in Barry Jenkins’s award-winning Moonlight. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                            
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
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