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Abstract 

Minorities, specifically African Americans, and gays and lesbians have been 

widely represented by negative stereotypes in film. These stereotypical roles have been 

strongly influenced by society. While these stereotypes may represent some individuals 

they do not represent the community as a whole. Films such as Birth of a Nation, Gone 

with the Wind, Imitation of Life, Foxy Brown, Chicago, Different from the Others, These 

Three, Victim, Making Love and Brokeback Mountain were researched and screened to 

determine how African Americans and the gay and lesbian individuals were portrayed. 

Throughout history, the roles played by these minorities have changed. How the majority 

of society views those minorities has been how they were represented in the films during 

their time. It should be the goal of Hollywood to represent minority characters with 

substance and not focus only on the stereotypical roles for financial profitability. More 

independent studios and filmmakers are needed to create positive images. These types of 

roles played by minorities may not change until the audiences are willing to pay to see 

films that have positive roles for minority characters. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Motion pictures have always been a part of the modem world. They are artifacts 

that are created to reflect their respected cultures in which they are created. In tum, 

motion pictures affect these cultures. Film is considered to be an important form of art, a 

popular form of entertainment, and a powerful method for educating individuals. To 

understand exactly how many films have influenced cultures, a history of film first needs 

to be understood. The first successful efforts to project lifelike images onto a screen took 

place in the mid-seventeenth century. In 1695, Christian Huygens, a Dutch scientist, 

invented a magic lantern. This was used to project medical drawings before an audience. 

Through this, Huygens educated the audience by hand painting glass transparencies and 

projecting them through a lens. 1 Belgian Etienne, Gasper Robert, used magic lanterns to 

scare his audiences with images of phantoms and photographs of dead people. 2 His 

Phantasmagoria shows were all the rage and had famous people like Charles Dickens 

flocking to his productions. 

The first successful photographs of motion happened in 1872 by California 

Governor Leland Stanford, who hired a photographer named Eadweard Muybridge. 3 

There was a twenty-five thousand dollar bet that Stanford placed against California's 

railroad tycoon. Stanford believed that a galloping horse would lift up all four of its 

hoofs off of the ground simultaneously. Muybridge lined up twenty-four cameras along 

1 Smith, Mike. "A History ofThe Magic Lantern." The Magic Lantern Society. The 
Magic Latern Society. Web. 02 Feb. 2011. 
<http://www .magiclantern.org. uk/history lhistory4 .html>. 
2 Ibid 
3 "Freeze Frame- Capturing the Moment." National Museum of American History. Ed. 
Nancy Growald Brooks. Web. Feb. 2011. 
<http://americanhistory.si.edu/muybridgelhtmlhtm sec 1/sec l.htm>. 



the edge of a race track and had strings attached to the shutters of the cameras. When the 

horse ran by, it tripped the shutters producing twenty-four closely spaced apart pictures 

that proved Stanford's theory.4 Muybridge's findings had astonished the world. A French 

painter, renowned for equestrian realism, announced, "Never again shall I touch a brush!" 

This showed how much a simple motion, such as running, created such a world-wide 

reaction to the film. 

During the first decade of motion pictures, from 1896 to 1905, movies were little 

more than a novelty. They were often used as a "chaser" to signal the end of a show in a 

vaudeville theater. These films lasted anywhere from seven to ten minutes, were very 

brief and told the simplest stories. One of the earliest films was The Arrival of a Train at 

La Coitat Station, by the Lumiere Brothers in 1895. The fifty second film was shot by a 

stationary camera as a train arrives at the train station. When the Lumiere Brothers 

screened this film audience members were so scared by the oncoming train that they ran 

out of the theater believing the train was going to crash into the building. Another 

revolutionary film was A Trip to the Moon, created in 1902 by Georges Melies. This 

black-and-white silent film was loosely based on two popular novels, From the Earth to 

the Moon by Jules Verne and The First Men in the Moon by H.G. Wells. The film lasts 

only fourteen minutes, but features innovative animation and special effects that had 

never been seen before. For example, one scene shows some ofthe astronomers being 

attacked by moon people. To defend themselves, a gentleman hits a creature with an 

4 Premeaux, Sonya F. "Flying Horse: Eadweard Muybridge's Contribution to Motion 
Study, the- Page 61 Journal of Applied Management and Entrepreneurship." Find 
Articles at BNET I News Articles, Magazine Back Issues & Reference Articles on All 
Topics. Web. 05 Feb. 2011. 
<http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_ qa5383/is _ 20031 0/ai_ n21324600/pg_ 6/#>. 
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umbrella, which causes him to vanish.5 Prior to this, films were simply just shot in a 

single sequence, whereas this film had multiple scenes and locations. 

Narrative films began to increase during the 1900's, but most ofthe films still 

only emphasized stunts, chases, and real life events. One of these first narrative films was 

The Great Train Robbery by Edwin S. Porter in 1903. This film used a number of 

innovative techniques, which included cross cutting, double exposure composite editing, 

and camera movement and on location filming. A cross cut is when the camera cuts from 

one action to another. The cross cuts were a new and sophisticated editing process that 

had not been seen before. The film did more than just create technical revolutions in 

cinema; it also caused people to want to see more. "The Great Train Robbery's popularity 

lead directly to the opening up of permanent movie theaters and opened up the possibility 

of a future film industry". 6 

By 1905, hundreds of movie theaters opened and were called nickelodeons. By 

1908, there were an estimated 8,000- 10,000 nickelodeons. The nickelodeons were 

located in rural areas and in middle and working class neighborhoods. These films 

attracted large audiences, which resulted in low admission prices, convenient time 

schedules (films were shown over and over again), and a lack of spoken dialogue which 

attracted the non-English speaking immigrants. Soon the nickelodeon's audience 

contained not only the rich, but also the poor and the young. 

Within the decades that followed, there were innovative camera techniques that 

emerged, and new ways to attract audience members. With more audiences flocking to 

5 A Trip to the Moon. Dir. George Melif~s. 1902. DVD. 
6 Rosenberg, Jennifer. "Great Train Robbery- The First Silent Film." 20th Century 
History. Web. 03 Feb. 2011. 
<http:/ /history 1900s.about.com/od/1900s/qtltrainrobbery.htm>. 
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the theaters, film directors had to find new material to keep the audience's attention. This 

was the when films started to examine issues surrounding African Americans. During 

this time, the industry did its' best to influence American ideals with presenting the 

minorities in a less positive manner. These representations started with the film Birth of 

a Nation, but soon after that many other minorities, such as the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 

Transgender and Queer community (LGBTQ) became the premise of comical or 

prejudicial films. 

One question to ask when watching these films now is if they are correct 

representations of the community that the film makers are "poking fun" at or if they are 

for educational purposes. After that the viewer is able to identify and think about how 

these films were influenced by society. The biggest question to ask is, how did society 

influence these films, and what was the reaction when these films were released. 
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Chapter 2: African American Representation in Film 

5 



The Birth o(a Nation 

"Hollywood has played a significant, if colonizing, role in shaping all other 

narrative cinema languages and formal conventions and its most successful features are 

arguably its most influential in this regard. Second, in these films we can most readily see 

both the industry's ideological power to shape the audience's conceptions of race and its 

mediation of the audience's racial and social attitudes."7 For several years the film 

industry has constructed African American people as "other" and as subordinate to 

Whites, while it naturalizes White privilege as the norm and true way of society. 

Many film scholars have said that modem cinema was created with the release of 

D. W. Griffith's epic film The Birth of a Nation, which opened on February 8, 1915 in 

Los Angeles and on March 3, 1915 at the Liberty Theater in New York City. The film is 

almost three hours long and was Hollywood's first feature length studio production. 

Although motion pictures had been around for more than twenty years, this film 

demonstrated the scope of what the Hollywood cinema could and would be; lavish 

productions, blockbuster ticket sales, and enormous amounts of publicity and media 

attention. No other film before this had ever generated such a positive and negative 

reaction. Birth of a Nation was the first film ever to have a sell-out crowd. 

One major issue that was explored in this film was the dissemination of a racist 

ideology. "The Birth of a Nation is all too often given its status within film history 

despite its participation in the processes of racism. There is a pervasive attitude that 

Griffith's film is great art, and that the lamentable and even objectionable racist material 

7 Guerrero, Edward. Framing Blackness: the African American Image in Film. 
Philadelphia: Temple U.P., 1993. 4. Print. 
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can be separated from that."8 To this day, the film remains one of the most controversial 

films ever made because of its anti-Black depictions and systematic, overt racism. 

Clyde Taylor in "The Re-Birth ofthe Aesthetic in Cinema" stated that "it is as 

though the film's many celebrated rhetorical achievements and its substantial defamation 

of Blacks were isolated issues, discussible as if they belonged to two separate films."9 

The separation between the film's art and its racist tone serves as ideological function. 

The aesthetics of this film conceal its alliance with ideological motivations, such that 

African Americans are the cause of their own problems and are a burden to the White 

Americans. Griffith's The Birth of a Nation works to suppress important social meanings 

and without the racism in it this film would not be as iconic and have a celebrated status 

as it does today. 

The plot of the film was created by Thomas Dixon, who is the author of the racist 

and anti-Black novels, The Leopard's Spots and The Clansman. 10 These two books 

established the films plot but D.W. Griffith did additional writing for the screenplay. He 

shaped the historical background of The Birth of a Nation from the interpretation of 

Reconstruction in fellow Southerner Woodrow Wilson's History of the American People. 

"Wilson took the view that emancipated blacks were idlers who could become insolvent 

and dangerous. He wrote of Reconstruction as a policy that put the white South under the 

heel of the black South and that finally provoked the organization and actions of the Ku 

8 Rocchio, Vincent F. Reel Racism: Confronting Hollywood's Construction of Afro
American Culture. Boulder, CO: Westview, 2000. 29. Print. 
9 Taylor, Clyde. "The Re-birth ofthe Aesthetic in Cinema." The Birth ofWhiteness: Race 
and the Emergence of US. Cinema. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers UP, 1996. 17. Print. 
10 Birth of a Nation. Dir. D. W. Griffith. Perf. Lillian Gish, Mae Marsh, Henry B. 
Walthall. Griffith, D.W., 1915. DVD. 
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Klux Klan."11 Thomas Dixon's novels originally depicted African Americans as infantile, 

lazy, and subservient. These images were then repeatedly combined with the newer 

images of them being vicious beasts and rapists in The Birth of the Nation. 

The Birth of a Nation begins with the intertitle stating: "The bringing of the 

African to America planted the first seed of disunion."12 This is followed by a still image 

of a slave trade. These two elements function to make race the primary signifier that 

organizes the meaning of the film. To me, this opening depicts the notion that the 

Africans being brought to America is what caused the events of this film to unfold. 

"Africans are the root of a particular problem. The film is not clear, however, as to who is 

to blame for that. The image that follows the intertitle functions to imply that Africans 

themselves are to be blamed for their own forced abduction, bondage, and slavery."13 The 

image shows the slaves waiting passively in lines (not trying to fight the enslavement) 

almost suggesting that if they were not so inferior as to put themselves in this situation, 

they should be able to defend themselves. 

The film also details the problems that the slaves caused the White people as a 

result of their unruly and uncivilized manner to them. The "Raid of Piedmont" scene was 

introduced with the intertitle: "Piedmont scarred by the war. An irregular force of 

guerillas raids the town. The first negro regiments of the war were raised in South 

11 Guerrero, Edward. Framing Blackness: the African American Image in Film. 
Philadelphia: Temple U .P ., 1993. 11. Print. 
12 Birth of a Nation. Dir. D. W. Griffith. Perf. Lillian Gish, Mae Marsh, Henry B. 
Walthall. Griffith, D.W., 1915. DVD. 
13 Rocchio, Vincent F. Reel Racism: Confronting Hollywood's Construction of Afro
American Culture. Boulder, CO: Westview, 2000. 32. Print. 
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Carolina."14 During this scene the quiet town of Piedmont is attacked by Black soldiers 

who shoot down the citizens, begin to loot their houses, and kill anyone who gets in their 

way. The scene is very chaotic and there is a lack of order. "One shot demonstrates how 

readily Blacks lose control by showing a slave woman in a dress laughing and kicking at 

one of the victims of the rampage. She clearly is not one ofthe soldiers, but at the first 

sight of unruly and destructive behavior, she joins in."15 This scene represents the 

destructive potential of the Blacks in an out-of-control rampage that threatens life and 

property. The scene also raises awareness of how "willing opportunistic and immoral 

Whites are to take advantage of Black's destructive potential and their inherent 

dependence on White leadership."16 This depicts Blacks as only being able to function 

when a White leader is present. This is another reason to enforce the enslavement of the 

Blacks because, by themselves in Africa, they would not be able to support life and 

would consequently implode. 

One scene that conveys the trouble that Blacks caused the Whites is when the 

Cameron family (who are White) puts a kitten on top of a puppy. When the Cameron 

family does this, fighting and discourse ensues among the two animals. This functions as 

a metaphor by creating an analogy to the bigger picture of the world with regard to the 

relationship between Whites and Blacks. "Conveying, as it does, a natural law about 

mixing species, the analogy is extended to the mixing of races via its association with the 

patrician, slave-owning Cameron's, who understand the natural superiority of Whites and 

14 Birth of a Nation. Dir. D. W. Griffith. Perf. Lillian Gish, Mae Marsh, Henry B. 
Walthall. Griffith, D.W., 1915. DVD. 
15 Rocchio, Vincent F. Reel Racism: Confronting Hollywood's Construction of Afro
American Culture. Boulder, CO: Westview, 2000. 35. Print 
16 Ibid 

9 



the unnaturalness of mixing the races."17 Whites and Blacks are not supposed to associate 

with each other because this causes nothing but problems that will only end in fighting 

and war. 

During The Birth of a Nation, the "viewer" sees that slaves are happy to be 

controlled by their White masters. In one scene, Ben Cameron is leading a group to 

where the slaves have gathered. When he arrives, he shakes the hands of a male slave, 

who bows to him and offers him his seat. Ben declines the seat but gestures for the slave 

to join in with the other slaves in the celebration that they are having. All of the slaves 

are shown clapping and dancing. It is assumed that the slaves have begun to dance and 

clap for the entertainment of their White master and his guests. The slaves seem to be 

happy and grateful for the opportunity to entertain their White master and his guest. This 

further supports the notion that the Africans are happy to be selected to come to America 

and work for the White people, and to show their thanks they clap and dance around 

celebrating him. 

One of the Black characters, Lydia Brown, embodies the idea that Blacks are 

primitive, wild beasts. Lydia is day-dreaming and is interrupted by the arrival of a White 

Senator. She becomes enraged and throws a hysterical, raunchy fit. She tears at her 

clothing, falls on the floor, begins to fondle her breasts, becomes wild-eyed, and licks her 

own hands. 18 This performance strongly suggests that an animal sexuality has erupted 

from her and this could happen at any minute. This animalistic sexuality is not present 

within the White characters of The Birth of a Nation. In fact, when Elsie Stoneman's 

17 Rocchio, Vincent F. Reel Racism: Confronting Hollywood's Construction of Afro
American Culture. Boulder, CO: Westview, 2000. 36. Print 
18 Birth of a Nation. Dir. D. W. Griffith. Perf. Lillian Gish, Mae Marsh, Henry B. 
Walthall. Griffith, D.W., 1915. DVD. 
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sexuality is explored it is contained and when she finally demonstrates it is portrayed as 

innocent. The film makes it evident that the source of this animalistic sexuality is the 

characters' Blackness. More specifically, a person's Blackness is naturally uncivilized 

because their primitive animalistic impulses seethe beneath them. 

Later in The Birth of a Nation, an organized Black vote is going on. Blacks are 

shown cheating at the ballot box while Whites are illegally denied their right to vote. 

During this scene there are also verdicts being rendered against White people by a Black 

jury and a Black magistrate. Later, a White family is shown being evicted from their 

property by Black Union soldiers. These instances all take place after Blacks and 

Carpetbaggers take over in the South.19 Seemingly this scene is meant to completely 

rewrite history by making it seem like Whites were actually the victims of discrimination 

and prejudices, when in reality the Blacks were the ones that were being illegally turned 

away from the ballot boxes. 

The Birth of a Nation shows that when Blacks do take control of the court systems 

they do nothing but make a mockery out of it. One scene shows a Black legislator 

drinking whiskey at his desk while another Black legislator is shown eating fried chicken 

while he works. Other Black legislators are seen sleeping with their feet kicked out on top 

of their desks. Soon, outrageous laws are passed. One law states that "all Whites must 

salute Negro officers on the streets"20 and one was written to provide for the 

intermarriage of Blacks and Whites. When the marriage law is passed the Black 

19 Birth of a Nation. Dir. D. W. Griffith. Perf. Lillian Gish, Mae Marsh, Henry B. 
Walthall. Griffith, D.W., 1915. DVD. 
20 Ibid 
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legislators and Black audience members erupt into cheers and celebration. This scene 

suggests that the Blacks have always wanted and lusted for the White females. 

The lust for White women is later explored when Black soldiers pursue the little 

sister of the Cameron family. The Black soldiers are unable to control the urges that they 

have for the little sister Cameron, and begin to chase her through the woods in an attempt 

to rape her. The implication here is the idea of protecting White women's virginity from 

the threat of Black sexuality. "The threat ofblack sexuality to the virginity of White 

women is thus a significant site for the film's rhetorical operations and their ability to 

procure identification. While the raid on Piedmont scene establishes both the threat and 

the dynamics of identification that get structured around it, the scene with the death of the 

little sister articulates the tragic proportions of that threat, a task it accomplishes through 

the character of Gus the renegade Negro soldier."21 Gus keeps chasing after little sister 

Cameron to the top of a mountain range. Here she is pleading for Gus to leave her alone 

or she will jump offthe cliff. Gus is shown licking his lips and looking bewildered like he 

needs to have a taste of this White woman. Gus continues his pursuit of little sister 

Cameron who leaps to her death rather than give in to the uncontrollable lust of Gus. 

The film then builds on the idea of naturalization (only White American born), 

constructing a justification for the formation of the Ku Klux Klan. The Klan is first 

introduced with an intertitle: "the organization that saved the South from the anarchy of 

the Black rule."22 The Klan provides the resolution to the growing problems caused by 

the Blacks. The film never shows the Klan attacking the Blacks. Instead the first fight is 

21 Rocchio, Vincent F. Reel Racism: Confronting Hollywood's Construction of Afro
American Culture. Boulder, CO: Westview, 2000. 44. Print. 
22 Birth of a Nation. Dir. D. W. Griffith. Perf. Lillian Gish, Mae Marsh, Henry B. 
Walthall. Griffith, D.W., 1915. DVD. 
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instigated when Blacks ambush Klan members as they were riding horses. "Although the 

Klan had been armed, they were not engaged in violence. Violence began with the 

Negroes' attacking the Klan in an ambush (hence, without provocation). Within this 

context, the violence that the Klan may conduct is responsive and justified.',n 

Eventually, the Klan finds Gus, tries him in court and finds him guilty of the 

death of the little Cameron girl. They leave his corpse on the steps of Silas Lynch who is 

the leader of the Black Union. At the end of the film, the Ku Klux Klan forcefully denies 

the Blacks the right to vote, which causes them to lose the election and the White citizens 

take back control over the South. The narrative reinforces the need to keep Blacks and 

Whites separate from each other. "The· ride of the Klan restores order to Piedmont, which 

had been taken over by Black anarchy; saves Elsie from a fate worse than death- as the 

film so clearly articulates through the character of the little sister Cameron; and rescues 

the rest of the Cameron family and friends in the cabin.''24 

"The Birth of a Nation is organized around constructing a very basic meaning that 

it presents as truth, that Blacks are uncivilized. The film employs a variety of codes to 

persuade the audience of this theme, and constructs other meanings to support it; the 

threat of Black sexuality and the inferior intelligence of Blacks being two important 

examples.25
" In the end, The Birth of a Nation shows how it is a necessity for White 

privilege and the need for White rule over the Blacks. 

23 Rocchio, Vincent F. Reel Racism: Confronting Hollywood's Construction of Afro
American Culture. Boulder, CO: Westview, 2000. 43. Print. 
24 Rocchio, Vincent F. Reel Racism: Confronting Hollywood's Construction of Afro
American Culture. Boulder, CO: Westview, 2000. 49. Print. 
25 Rocchio, Vincent F. Reel Racism: Confronting Hollywood's Construction of Afro
American Culture. Boulder, CO: Westview, 2000. 50. Print. 
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There were many issues surrounding The Birth of a Nation, with one issue being 

the time of its release. It "appeared in the middle of a period, from 1890 to 1920, when 

Jim Crow segregation was on the rise; lynching was at its height; and in general mob 

violence, murder, and oppression against bloodthirsty climate, in combination with the 

romantic depiction and glorification of the Ku Klux Klan, most certainly contributed to 

the public's tolerance of Klan criminality and its expansion to its greatest membership 

ever, about five million by 1924."26 The National Association for the Advancement of 

Colored People (NAACP) swiftly responded to The Birth of a Nation's technical 

rendering of the traditional stereotypes of docile, loyal slaves who are glad to be part of a 

benign, paternal slave system. The film implied that Blacks were brute and vicious rapists 

of White women. The ·story also had a twisted and horrific interpretation of 

Reconstruction and its celebration of the Ku Klux Klan and against Black terrorism. To 

counter the NAACP's demand for censorship and banning the film, Dixon went to 

Washington to get support from his graduate school peer President Woodrow Wilson. 

The Birth of a Nation became the first film to be screened in the White House to Wilson's 

cabinet and their families. The next day he screened it for the Supreme Court and 

members of Congress. With the support of the government, an uncensored The Birth of a 

Nation opened in New York to a packed audience. During its first eleven months in New 

York City, The Birth of a Nation had 6,266 showings and had been seen by an estimated 

three million people. 

"The Birth of a Nation is an elaborate construction of stereotypes, ranging from 

the loyal slave, the mammy, and the dancing bucks in the slave quarters of pre-Civil War 

26 Guerrero, Edward. Framing Blackness: the African American Image in Film. 
Philadelphia: Temple U.P., 1993. 13. Print. 
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days to the insolent, criminal, and free brute negroes ofReconstruction."27 These 

stereotypes continued to be presented in films as a way to make fun of the Black 

community. So, who is to blame for the anti-Black sentiment in the dominant cinema 

and the focus on racism in genre films? Most film critics agree, even though they argue 

from different perspectives, that Hollywood rather than the American public is to blame 

for this persistent cinematic devaluation of Blacks. 

Rise and Fall of Blackface 

Blackface minstrelsy is an early popular form of American race humor. Blackface 

minstrelsy is as an American entertainment show consisting of comic skits, variety acts, 

dancing, and music, performed by White people in blackface. The denotation of 

"blackface" emphasizes the importance of race in the construction of this comic form. 

Edwin P. Christy and Ben Cotton (both White actors) helped to create blackface 

minstrelsy.28 The minstrel comics objectified African American oral traditions, dress, 

dance, and song. By masquerading in blackface, whites had the opportunity to objectify 

African American life experiences for comical enjoyment. 

The Amos and Andy radio show was created in 1928 by Freeman Gosden and 

Charles Correll (both White), who spoke in Black dialect and performed the roles of 

Amos Jones and Andy Hogg Brown. "By 1930 the program was more popular than any 

27 Guerrero, Edward. Framing Blackness: the African American Image in Film. 
Philadelphia: Temple U.P., 1993. 15. Print. 
28 Padgett, Ken. "Blackface!- A History of Minstrel Shows." Blacliface!- The History of 
Racist Blacliface Stereotypes. Web. Feb. 2011. <http://black-face.com/minstrel
shows.htm>. 
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other show on the air, and its two stars were the highest paid performers on radio."29 The 

radio show attracted certain audiences in both the Black and the White middle classes. 

Amos and Andy were searching for the basic American virtues, such as a desire for self-

betterment, the pursuit of economic independence, and optimism in the face of failure. 

This is why African Americans were able to look the other way when it came to this 

show. 

Relying on the popularity of the show, Correll and Gosden starred in an Amos 'n' 

Andy film called Ch'eck and Double Check. Both White actors used burnt-cork makeup to 

perform the major Black roles. The Black characters dressed shabbily for their laborers 

roles and overdressed for their professional roles. The film was a huge failure at the box 

office which was somewhat of a victory for African Americans. White men appearing in 

burnt-cork makeup displeased many Blacks and Whites who enjoyed the Amos 'n' Andy 

radio shows. 

Before the Amos 'n' Andy show, the film The Birth of a Nation used black paint 

over White actor, Walter Long, to portray the villainous Gus. However, the first known 

film to use blackface was Uncle Tom's Cabin in 1903. In Uncle Tom's Cabin all ofthe 

major Black roles were White actors in blackface. The racism evident in The Birth of a 

Nation ended the practice of blackface in dramatic film roles. Subsequently, Whites in 

blackface only appeared in broad comedies in the context of a vaudeville or minstrel 

performance within a film. 

Blackface makeup became largely eliminated from the live film comedy in the 

United States after the end ofthe 1930s when the public began to change their attitudes 

29 Reid, Mark A. Redefining Black Film. Berkeley, Etc.: University of California, 1993. 
20. Print. 
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towards race, believing blackface to be racist and a form of bigotry. However, the 

tradition did not end right away. The conventions of blackface also lived on into the 

1950's in animated theatrical cartoons on television. Looney Tunes was one ofthe 

biggest culprits in using blackface. In one cartoon entitled "Any Bonds Today," Bugs 

Bunny is singing about freedom saying, "Here comes the freedom man, asking you to 

buy your share of freedom today," when he starts to wear blackface.30 This makes it 

seem like African American had to buy their freedom to become free and are now 

pleading with you to also buy freedom bonds. 

By the mid-20th century attitudes towards racism and race helped end the acting 

method of blackface. Actors, such as Ted Danson, had tried to bring it out as a comedy 

routine but were ridiculed by society. Blackface remains a limited resource in 

entertainment outside of the United States, and is not representing race, but night time or 

a fashion trend in Japan for blonde or orange haired young women. 

Plantation Life in African Americans Song 

"The development" of film sound also strengthened the connection between slaves 

and the sentimentalized Black "spirituals" and other music of the Old South."31 In The 

Birth of a Nation, the viewer did not get to hear the music as it played, we just saw them 

reacting in a celebratory manner. With sound, the viewer could now hear what is 

happening and have a connection to the scene. 

30 Any Bonds Today? Warner Brothers, 1942. Online. 
31 Guerrero, Edward. Framing Blackness: the African American Image in Film. 
Philadelphia: Temple U.P., 1993. 20. Print. 
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"During Hollywood's classic period (1930 to 1945) there was hardly a plantation 

film made that did not contain some sort of sentimentalized musical interlude performed 

by the devoted slaves on the plantation or the Black servants of the postbellum years."32 

In most of these films, if Blacks labored at all, they did so while singing happily and 

joyously, while the music masked or softened the historical reality of what was really 

happening. Plantation life was reproduced in romantic, nostalgic scenes of splendorous 

wealth. 

During the opening credits ofthe film Dixiana (1930) you can clearly hear Black 

spiritual music playing and then it cuts to slaves doing work. As the first White person 

begins to speak, he says "I was just listening to the slaves singing about the river."33 The 

other White man explains that he does not understand why they would want to sing so 

enthusiastically about the river. This demonstrates the notion that slaves should not be 

singing about some nonsense, like the river, while they are working, but should sing 

because they are happy to be working. 

Other examples of Black spiritual music playing over the opening credits are Bing 

Crosby's Mississippi, and Shirley Temple's films The Littlest Rebel and The Little 

Colonel. Hattie McDaniel and Stepin Fetchit, Hollywood's most popular mammy and 

Sambo figures, performed extensive musical parts in the postbellum Judge Priest (1934 ). 

In Judge Priest, Hattie McDaniel's character is singing merrily about taking down the 

judge's clothing and praising the Lord for allowing her to do so. Another scene is when 

she is packing the families' lunch for a picnic, smiling and swatting away flies as they 

hover around her and the food. Then, she and Stepin are shown in the kitchen, Hattie's 

32 Ibid 
33 Dixiana. Dir. Luther Reed. Perf. Bill Robinson. RKO Radio Pictures, 1930. DVD. 
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character is cooking, while Stepin's character is playing a harmonica and a tambourine 

and she begins to dance while working. In the last scene, Hattie's character is dusting 

and singing while her White Master is working at a table. To her enjoyment, he soon 

joins in singing, which invokes a huge smile on her face. 34 

"Nowhere do these slave masters give much attention to what must have been a 

very demanding business- the punishment, torture, and exploitation involved in the day to 

day affairs of running a slave system. In almost all of these films the plantation is 

depicted as a place ofleisure for master as well as slave."35 Seemingly history is once 

again rewritten to make it seem like slavery was a good thing and that African Americans 

really did not mind being servants to the White people. "Hollywood movies have always 

exhibited a sort of cultural politics in their treatment of ethnicity, but their usages of 

African Americans have always seemed more resistant to change, even under the 

pressure of social crises."36 

Even in recent films, plantation songs are used to represent the ignorance of the 

White aristocracy. In the film Bringing Down the House, the character of Mrs. Amess is 

invited over to dine at her White lawyer's house. Her lawyer, Peter Sanderson, has 

already convinced his friend, Charlene, played by Queen Latifah to pose as the family 

maid and cook. Charlene reminds Mrs. Arness of the family maid she had growing up 

and begins singing a song her maid used to sing that begins, "Mama, is Master gonna sell 

34 Judge Priest. Dir. John Ford. Perf. Will Rogers, Tom Brown, Hattie McDaniels. Fox 
Film Corp. [production Company, 1934. DVD. 
35 Guerrero, Edward. Framing Blackness: the African American Image in Film. 
Philadelphia: Temple U.P., 1993. 21. Print. 
36 Dates, Jannette Lake, and William Barlow. Split Image: African Americans in the Mass 
Media. Washington, D.C.: Howard UP, 1993. 125. Print. 
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me tomorrow?"37 surprising both Charlene and the Sanderson family members. Mrs. 

Arness is not trying to mock Charlene with this song; she is just remembering her 

childhood and does not mean to come across as ignorant. 

Transcending Demeaning Depictions to Groundbreaking Roles 

The role of African-American women in film is one that has been constantly 

changing. Originally, African-American females were only allowed to appear in films as 

either maids or entertainers. The portrayal of African-American females has had its 

positives and negatives, which have caused critics and viewers to praise or criticize the 

performances pf these women. Through stereotypical roles in the early thirties, such as 

the mammy character, to more exotic and sexual roles of the Jezebel stereotype, the 

characters have continued to evolve over the last half of the twentieth century. Roles and 

performances in the twenty-first century have been considered groundbreaking for 

African-American women. However, they also have been displayed as the bad and 

stereotypical roles originally set up by Hollywood almost one hundred years ago. 

The first stereotype that was commonly used in films is the character of the· 

mammy. "A survey of major Hollywood productions from the 1930s through the 1950s 

reveals a predominance of the 'mammy' figure in terms of representations of African

American women, most notably in films such as Gone with the Wind. "38 The mammy 

character is a dark-skinned and heavy-set figure that is fiercely loyal despite her 

oppression. During the Jim Crow era, the mammy represented a political, social, and 

economic interest to mainstream White Americans. It was implied that many African-

American women were perfect for the role of a mammy because they were fit only to do 

37 Bringing Down the House. Dir. Adam Shankman. Perf. Steve Martin, Queen Latifah. 
Touchstone Pictures, 2003. DVD. 
38 Jones, Sharon L. "From Margin to Centre." Social Alternatives 17.4 (1998): 35-39. 
Print 
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domestic services. This stereotype became a rationalization for economic 

discrimination. During slavery, the mammy caricature was posted on wooden posts, and 

trees to show proof that they were happy being slaves to the Whites. "Black women were 

contented, even happy, as slaves. Her wide grin, hearty laughter, and loyal servitude 

were offered as evidence of the supposed humanity of the institution of slavery. "39 This 

caricature made it seem that the mammy had great love for her White "family" while 

sometimes showing disdain for her own children. The mammy character, even though 

she frequently had children, was desexualized and had no personal identity aside from her 

servitude. She belonged to the White family and did what they wanted. 

The mammy characters in film are incredibly loyal to their families. She was so 

willing to be there for her White families that she would often even put herself in danger 

in order to protect them. "In D. W. Griffith's movie "The Birth of aN ation" (1915) -

based on Thomas Dixon's racist novel The Clansman- the mammy defends her White 

master's home against Black and White Union soldiers."40 This film did cause a change in 

what Hollywood wanted films to represent when it came to African-Americans. 

Unfortunately, this particular change was not for the better. Instead, it hindered the 

progression of equality. "With Birth of a Nation came the ban on Blacks participating in 

bourgeois humanism on Hollywood screens. In other words, there are no simple stories 

about Black people loving each other, hating each other, or enjoying their private 

possessions without reference to the White world." 41 The Birth of a Nation inevitably 

made it so Blacks would no longer have stories that involved each other on a personal 

39 Pilgram, David. "The Mammy Caricature." Ferris State University: Michigan College 
Campuses in Big Rapids ML Grand Rapids ML Off Campus Locations Across Michigan. 
Oct. 2000. Web. 03 Feb. 2011. <http://www.ferris.edu/htmls/news/jimcrow/mammies/>. 
40 Ibid 
41 Diawara, Manthia. Black American Cinema. New York: Routledge, 1993. Print. 
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level or have personal experiences. It provided the reason for the only way two Blacks 

could interact would be when they are present in the White person world, similar to that 

of the mammy. 

The film that truly defined and put the portrayal of the mammy character on the 

map, was the record-breaking Academy Award winning performance of Hattie McDaniel 

in the classic film, Gone with the Wind Based on the Pulitzer Prize winning novel of the 

same title, the film is a dramatic epic set in the years during and following the American 

Civil War. Hattie McDaniel ironically portrays the character, Mammy, who works for 

the O'Hara family on their illustrious plantation, Tara. At one point in the film, Mammy 

explains that she diapered three generations of O'Hara women and is very proud of the 

mutual affection between master and servant. However, it can easily be inferred that this 

element is only an ideal situation that Hollywood depicted based on the harsh realities of 

what life may have been truly like and not necessarily something adapted from Margaret 

Mitchell's novel. Following heroine Scarlett O'Hara's return to Tara from Atlanta, we 

learn that it was Mammy who strongly kept Tara going during the war, to the best of her 

ability. The character that Hattie McDaniel portrays is a little different compared to other 

mammy characters that were shown in films. Even though her character's sole motivation 

is out ofthe concern for the master family, Mammy also has the confidence, sass, and 

boldness to express anger or frustration towards her masters, Mrs. O'Hara, Scarlett and 

Rhett. Furthermore, Mammy badgers and berates anyone who goes against her 

conception of right and wrong. _ However, Mammy still manages to be a beloved 

character, not only from the O'Hara's, but also from other people. 

Throughout the film, Mammy and Scarlett maintain a rather complex mother

daughter relationship. Ironically, this type of relationship actually existed in the old 
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South but it was the kind of relationship that was typically glossed over or looked upon 

condescendingly in other movies. During one scene in Gone with the Wind, Mammy is 

assisting Scarlett getting into her corset. We learn prior to this scene that Scarlett is 

dramatically devastated that her "true love" interest, Ashley Wilkes, is planning on 

asking for someone else's hand in marriage. Mammy is telling her that she must eat 

something before she goes to the barbecue at Twelve Oaks, Ashley's home. Scarlett 

refuses to do so because she is afraid she won't fit into her corset which she wants tied 

tighter. Without hesitation, Mammy confronts Scarlett: "I ain't notice Mr. Ashley askin' 

for to marry you."42 Scarlett could not believe that Mammy had discovered that her real 

reason for not wanting to eat was only to make Ashley Wilkes jealous. Then, like an 

obedient child that obeys their mother, Scarlett began to eat. 

It is also Mammy who keeps the secrets of Scarlett's everyday life, especially in 

the latter half of Gone with the Wind. "It is she who criticizes or advises, counsels or 

warns, protects or defends, but always understands."43 When Scarlett wants to travel to 

Atlanta to request a loan from Rhett Butler, Mammy insists upon accompanying her, 

believing that it is not proper for a young lady to go to such a place alone during a time of 

war. This is clearly out of a motherly, familial protection. While in Reconstruction-era 

Atlanta, Mammy would walk in front of Scarlett clearing the path of people who were 

crowding the sidewalks. When Scarlett was short on money and did not have a new dress 

to show off, Mammy took the green curtains that once beautifully decorated the windows 

at Tara and designed a dress for Scarlett. As discussed earlier regarding the idea that the 

42 Gone with the Wind. Dir. Victor Fleming. Prod. David 0. Selznick. Perf. Clark Gable, 
Vivien Leigh, Leslie Howard, Havilland Olivia De, Thomas Mitchell, and Hattie 
McDaniel. Loew's Inc., 1939. DVD. 
43 Bogle, Donald. Toms, Coons, Mulattoes, Mammies, and Bucks: an Interpretive History 
of Blacks in American Films. New York: Continuum, 2001. 89. Print. 
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Mammy character will put herself in danger to protect her master, Mammy in Gone with 

the Wind exemplifies this ideal. "In the famous movie "Gone with the Wind" (1939), the 

Black Mammy also fights Black soldiers whom she believes to be a threat to the White 

mistress of the house. "44 Mammy witnesses Scarlett, with the help of a sickly Melanie, 

shoot and kill a Union soldier in an act of self defense. She does not turn in her master, 

instead she turns the other cheek while the two women struggle to bury the man on the 

plantation's property without anyone else witnessing their shocking acts. Another 

example of Mammy's dedication to her White family is during the death of Scarlett and 

Rhett's daughter, Bonnie, when she is seen struggling to cope with the sudden and 

horrifying death. 

Another film that portrays the mammy character is the drama, Pinky, a film that 

earned entertainment legend Ethel Waters an Academy A ward nomination for her 

performance. Ethel Waters plays Pinky's Granny, an old laundress known to the 

townspeople as Aunt Dicey. She is uneducated and cannot read which both were 

common stereotypes of the mammy character are. However, she had humanity that was 

predominantly present throughout the film. "In Pinky, her great humanity bursts through 

as she is viewed washing the filth from the clothes of the town's Whites in order to send 

money north to her granddaughter. Her humanity is further revealed as the single member 

of the town whose sympathy extends to the rich cranky White lady up in the Big 

House."45 Throughout the film Pinky is passing as a White person, unbeknownst to her 

grandmother. To support Pinky, her grandmother is sending her money, which is 

44 Pilgram, David. "The Mammy Caricature." Ferris State University: Michigan College 
Campuses in Big Rapids ML Grand Rapids ML Off Campus Locations Across Michigan. 
Oct. 2000. Web. 03 Feb. 2011. <http://www.ferris.edu/htmls/news/jimcrow/mammies/>. 
45 Bogle, Donald. Toms, Coons, Mulattoes, Mammies, and Bucks: an Interpretive History 
of Blacks in American Films. New York: Continuum, 2001. 153. Print. 
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something that can be representative of the mammy character supporting her "White" 

family. Furthermore, the White townspeople see Pinky as one of them, and think of her 

Granny as being the mammy who raised her. 

When Granny finds out that Pinky has been passing as a White woman, she shows 

a different side of a mammy that was not seen in films before. She demands that Pinky 

get down on her knees and repents for denying her heritage. "That's a sin before God, 

and you know it. Denying yourself is like Peter denying Jesus. Get down. Ask the Lord 

for forgiveness."46 Ethel Waters is considered to have reinvented the role of the mammy 

with this performance. "And thus she lifted her character from the pages of the script and 

transformed Granny into a heroic figure. In Pinky she made the archetypal strong Black 

woman a figure that transcended the stereotype of her role."47 

Imitation of Life is another film that involves the role of the mammy and the idea 

of an African- American woman passing as White. While Lora Meredith (White) is at 

the beach, she loses track of her young White daughter, Suzie. Suzie is found and is 

looked after by Annie, a Black Widow who has a daughter names Sarah Jane, who is the 

same age as Suzie. For her own assistance, Lora invites Annie and her daughter to 

temporarily stay with them. During the stay with Ms. Meredith, Annie persuades her to 

allow them to stay so she can take care of Suzie while Lora focuses on her developing 

career as a Broadway actress. This ideal represents the original and historical context of 

the word "mammy." A mammy was someone who would breast feed a master's child 

because the mother did not have the time to do it or because the mother died during child 

birth. Breast feeding is a connection that a biological mother and her daughter, or any 

46 Pinky. Dir. Elia Kazan. Perf. Jeanne Crain, Ethel Barrymore, Ethel Waters. Twentieth 
Century Fox [production Company, 1949. DVD. 
47 Bogle, Donald. Toms, Coons, Mulattoes, Mammies, and Bucks: an Interpretive History 
of Blacks in American Films. New York: Continuum, 2001. 154. Print. 
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child should have. However, in Imitation of Life, that connection is never established 

between Lora and her daughter Suzie. Since Lora was constantly away, Suzie came to 

know Annie as her mother, as Annie was the one who got her ready for school, made her 

meals, and cared for her. Lora never got to experience the joy of really being a mother to 

Suzie, though she loved her daughter dearly. 

Annie had to continually support her "normal" family and her new White family. 

"Lora's ability to survive the rigors required of success in the theater rests on Annie as the 

keeper of their joint household and on Annie's skills at juggling their finances and 

resources."48 At one point in the film, Annie starts a friendship with the milkman and 

through that friendship he starts to deliver milk again to the Meredith residence. Very 

regrettably, Lora never notices how much Annie was valued and respected until it is too 

late, when Annie dies of a broken heart. While on her death bed Annie says to Lora, "I 

would like to have Mr. McGeeny to have a nice fifty dollar bill."49 To this request, Lora 

asks who Mr. McGeeny is, and Annie has to explain to her that he is the milkman. Lora 

never took the time to know her milkman's name, whereas Annie did. This further 

demonstrates that Annie is being a loving and caring woman to every human being. The 

amount of love and respect people had for Annie was proven at her funeral when 

everyone from the town showed up to celebrate her life and pay their respects. 

Annie was the stereotypical mammy character throughout Imitation of Life. 

During one particular scene, Annie is sitting beside Lora rubbing her feet. "Annie has 

demonstrated both visually and verbally that she is the one who is tired and emotionally 

drained from the continual contretemps with her daughter Sarah Jane, who refuses the 

48 Bobo, Jacqueline. Black Women as Cultural Readers. New York: Columbia UP, 1995. 
48. Print. 
49 Imitation of Life. Dir. Douglas Sirk. Perf. Lana Turner, Juanita Moore, John Gavin, 
Sandra Dee. Universal Pictures Co., 1959. DVD. 
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social status assigned to her as a Black woman."50 Even though Lora sees Annie as a best 

friend, in the end she is an employee and her life must be put on a hold to "rub her 

employer's feet" because she had a hard day. This shows that Annie was a servant and 

consulted not as a fellow equal person. 

The other stereotype that was dominant for African-American women was that of 

the Jezebel. "The portrayal of Black women as lascivious by nature is an enduring 

stereotype."51 Words that are typically associated with this stereotype are seductive, 

alluring, tempting, and lewd. Constantly, White women are historically represented as 

models of self-respect, self-control, and modesty. They had a sexual purity to them. 

However, many of the African-American women were seen as promiscuous and 

predatorily. This depic.tion of an African-American woman is signified by the name 

Jezebel. K. Sue Jewell conceptualized this character on some historical truth, as many of 

the slavery-era Blacks females were sold into prostitution rings. "The system of placate, 

which involved a formal arrangement for the White suitor/ customer to financially 

support the Black woman and her children in exchange for her long-term sexual 

services."52 The character was used during slavery as a rationalization for sexual relations 

between White men and Black women. According to the Europeans, when they ventured 

to the African continent, they discovered scantily dressed natives. The semi-nudity was 

misconstrued as lewdness instead of as cultural difference. The colonizers also witnessed 

the African polygamy and tribal dances and considering it as proof that the African's had 

an uncontrollable appetite for sexual lust. 

50 Bobo, Jacqueline. Black Women as Cultural Readers. New York: Columbia UP, 1995. 
48. Print. 
51 Pilgram, David. "Jezebel Stereotype." Ferris State University: Michigan College 
Campuses in Big Rapids MI, Grand Rapids MI, Off Campus Locations Across Michigan. 
July 2002. Web. 03 Feb. 2011. <http://www.ferris.edu/htmls/news/jimcrow/jezebel/>. 
52 Ibid 
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The film, The Birth of a Nation also had the character of a Jezebel character Lydia 

Brown, as the lover of the White character, Senator Stoneman. The film paints Lydia as 

a savage, corrupt and lascivious Black woman. She was seen as overtly sexual and used 

her "feminine wiles" to deceive the White man. The Birth of a Nation was the first 

feature full-length motion picture and with the images of an African-American woman as 

a lustful, sexual beast. The film shaped the minds of many Americans to believe that 

those images were what African-American women were actually like- and that they will 

go after every White male they see as their prey. The Birth of a Nation helped create the 

stereotype of the Jezebel character and the many films that followed continued to 

represent the character in a stereotypically negative light. 

One of the actresses who got her start in films that primarily depicted her as a 

Jezebel is screen legend, Pam Grier. The first two films she stared in were Cof!Y and 

Foxy Brown. In both of these films, Pam Grier's character goes undercover as a whore to 

get revenge on the Whites who have victimized her loved ones. These two roles also 

depicted another stereotype that was popular during the time, the Sapphire caricature. 

This role portrays "Black women as rude, loud, malicious, stubborn, and overbearing. 

This is the Angry Black Woman (ABW) popularized in the cinema and on television. 

She is tart-tongued and emasculating, one hand on a hip the other pointing and jabbing 

(or arms akimbo), violently and rhythmically rocking her head, mocking African 

American men for offenses ranging from being unemployed to sexually pursuing White 

women."53 Portraying this character throughout the 1970's, Pam Grier became the first 

African-American woman to rise to stardom through B movies. 

53 Pilgram, David. "Sapphire Caricature- Jim Crow Museum at Ferris State University." 
Ferris State University: Michigan College Campuses in Big Rapids MJ, Grand Rapids 
MJ, OffCampus Locations Across Michigan. July 2002. Web. 03 Feb. 2011. 
<http://www .ferris.edulhtmls/news/j imcrow/ sapphire/>. 
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In Coffy, she was out to find the drug pushers who got her kid sister hooked on 

drugs. "Grier's performance is endowed with a violent sensuality; she is physically 

threatening but sexually appealing."54 Through this sexuality, Coffy finds ways to capture 

the drug dealers she is searching for. On several occasions, Grier's character disrobes 

and parades her shapely naked body before the cameras. 55 This sequence is a perfect 

mixture of Black action and sexploitation that made her the queen of Blaxploitation 

films. Blaxploitation films typically take place in the ghettos and frequently deal with 

Black hit men, Black drug dealers, and Black pimps. 

Foxy Brown is a much more sexual and violent film than Coffy. In this film, 

Grier's character "takes revenge on yet another White drug organization that has killed 

her lover and her brother."56 At one point in the film, Foxy is being tortured, then 

drugged and raped by two White sadists in a sequence that references much of the plights 

of many African-American women endured during the years of slavery. Foxy manages 

to escape and gets help from a gang of African-American males. "This is not a personal 

revenge but justice for all Black people."57 In the final scene of the film, Foxy and the 

gang capture the chief White gangster and castrate him. After they do this, Foxy puts his 

private parts in a pickle jar and hand delivers them to his girlfriend, a White woman who 

is the head of the organization. 

The idea of the Jezebel and the mammy are still used in popular films today, 

however, they are just reinterpreted. In the critically acclaimed film, The Curious Case 

54 Reid, Mark A. Redefining Black Film. Berkeley, Etc.: University of California, 1993. 
86. Print. 
55 Cof!Y. Dir. Jack Hill. Perf. Pam Grier, Booker Brawshaw. American International 
Pictures, 1973. DVD. 
56 Guerrero, Edward. Framing Blackness: the African American Image in Film. 
Philadelphia: Temple U.P., 1993. 98. Print. 
57 Foxy Brown. By Jack Hill. Dir. Jack Hill. Perf. Pam Grier, Antonio Fargas. American 
International Pictures, 1974. DVD. 

29 



of Benjamin Button, Benjamin Button is left as an infant on the steps of a house and is 

taken in and cared for by Queenie, a Black woman running a retirement home. In this 

retirement home, Queenie cares for an abundance of elderly White individuals and she 

treats them like they were her own children. She takes Benjamin under her wing as her 

own son and protects him from any danger that comes his way. The character of 

Queenie, played by Taraji P. Henson in an Academy Award nominated performance, is a 

modem day interpretation of the mammy. This character is loyal to all those she serves 

and protects. She is even seen as having an education and sass, like that of Mammy from 

Gone with the Wind In many scenes, she is seen giving Benjamin advice and sometimes 

ridiculing him for misbehaving. 58 The big difference between this particular mammy 

character and these mammy characters ofthe 1930s and the 1940s is that Queenie is a 

slender and dark skinned woman and not a large, heavyset figure that is typically 

depicted. 

Another film that shows a woman in a situation similar to Queenie is the 

Academy A ward winning film, Chicago. In this musical, the mammy character is 

Matron "Mama" Morton, portrayed in an Academy Award nominated performance by 

Queen Latifah. With this accolade, Latifah became the first rap artist to be nominated for 

an Oscar. She calls all the girls in the prison her "chickies" and protects them from the 

camera and news crews when necessary. "Mama" Morton often sets her "chickies" up 

with special interviews with reporters, if they pay accordingly. This is one difference 

between Queen Latifah' s mammy character and other mammy characters; she is known 

more for helping her "chickies" if there is a favor in return, usually money. "Mama" 

58 The Curious Case of Benjamin Button. Dir. David Fincher. Perf. Brad Pitt, Cate 
Blanchett, Taraji P. Henson. Warner Brothers Pictures, 2008. DVD. 
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Morton's motto is about doing things "tit for tat," and her feature song is dedicated to the 

motto she lives by: "Ifyou're good to Mama, Mama will be good to you."59 

The character of the Jezebel was reused in the Academy Award winning film, 

Monster's with Halle Berry. With this role, Berry became the first African-American 

actress to win the Academy Award for Best Actress in a Leading Role. In Monster's 

Ball, we see Halle Berry's character, Leticia Musgrove, as the Jezebel character. Leticia 

has a sexual relationship with Hank Grotowski, a racist jailer who watched over the 

execution of Leticia's husband. "She and Hank were bonded together, both selfloathers, 

angry, defeated, drunk, grieving the loss ofrelatives."60 The difference between this 

Jezebel and the earlier portrayals of Jezebels is Halle Berry's character is a defeated 

individual and she happened to find a companion who was just as defeated in life. She is 

not the Jezebel character who is looking for trouble and sleeping around with White 

males. Leticia has a real connection with Hank, which is not solely based on lust. There is 

a scene in the film that does show the idea of her lust, which is in the very provocative 

scene when the two characters have sex for the first time. Leticia begs Hank to "make 

me feel better,"61 while he has sex with her. This is showing that her character can only 

feel better with sexual intercourse with Hank. Leticia is also a very skinny, scantily 

dressed woman through most of the movie who wears white t-shirts that are almost see-

through. The relationship between Hank and Leticia is an updated version of the placate 

arrangements that were commonly used in the 1800s. On the first night after Leticia 

59 Chicago. Dir. Rob Marshall. Perf. Renee Zellwegar, Catherine Zeta Jones, Queen 
Latifah, and Richard Gere. Miramax Films, 2002. DVD. 
60 Pilgram, David. "Jezebel Stereotype." Ferris State University: Michigan College 
Campuses in Big Rapids MI, Grand Rapids MI, Off Campus Locations Across Michigan. 
July 2002. Web. 03 Feb. 2011. <http://www.ferris.edu/htmls/news/jimcrow/jezebel/>. 
61 Monster's Ball. Dir. Marc Forster. Perf. Halle Berry, Billy Bob Thorton. Lionsgate, 
2001. DVD. 
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moved in with Hank, he promises to her that he is going to take care of her. To this 

Leticia replies "Good, cause I really need to be taken care of." 62 

Though the stereotypical characters of the mammy and the Jezebel, based on real 

people in certain situations, they are portrayed to the extremes and viewed negatively 

during their time. Throughout the decades in Hollywood, each of those characters have 

been reinvented and reinterpreted and used in films still today. These characters can be 

seen as being "real" portrayals of women during the twenty-first century, but can also be 

seen as stereotypes that were forced upon the audiences from the beginning of the film 

industry. 

62 Monster's Ball. Dir. Marc Forster. Perf. Halle Berry, Billy Bob Thorton. Lionsgate, 
2001. DVD. 
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History and the Beginning of Gay and Lesbian Representation in Film 

The Gay and Lesbian community is another minority group that, throughout film 

history, has been consistently viewed in mostly a negative or stereotypical light. 

American film producer Samuel Goldwyn once stated "Most of our pictures have little, if 

any, real substance. Our fear of what the censors will do keeps us from portraying life the 

way it really is. We wind up with a lot of empty fairy tales that do not have much 

relation to anyone."63 In these fairy tale stories, those in the Gay and Lesbian community 

are depicted as "scary monster" characters who are trying to wreck havoc on the 

heterosexual world. 

First, I will explore the history of what the world really believed about 

homosexuals. Homosexuality was recognized during the time of the Spartans and was 

heavily promoted as a rite of passage. In Spartan times, it was very common and socially 

accepted for a young male to be mentored by an older gentleman, which often resulted in 

a sexual relationship. It was also expected for the young males to engage in sexual acts 

with each other. However, once they reached adult age, they were expected to take on 

the "normal and correct" lifestyle ofheterosexuality as it was believed. Homosexuality 

was seen as an experiment for those growing up; nothing real or stable would come out of 

a homosexual relationship. This idea is further explored with the Warren Cup64
, which 

would have frequently been found in the homes of wealthy individuals. This cup was 

used to drink wine. On the cup, two different homoerotic acts were portrayed. The 
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demonstrates the ignorance of the time. One would assume that it was just the time 

period, however, in 1959 critics also had a problem with Jack Lemmon's Oscar 

nominated performance in Some Like It Hot. Critics believed that Lemmon seemed to be 

enjoying his role too much. It appears that critics simply had a difficult time dealing with 

a male actor dressing up as a female, since that type of drag role is not a legitimate role 

but instead just a mockery of masculinity. 

The 1919 German film Anders als die Anderen (Different from the Others), by 

Richard Oswald, pleaded for tolerance of homosexuality during a time when it was 

referred to as the Third Sex. "False beliefs and unjustified prejudices concerning a sector 

of male and female sexual behavior known as homosexuality, or love of the same sex, 

have been predominant to the present and still influence a large part of our population. 

These homosexual men and women, who are attracted to persons of their own sex, are 

often regarded as wicked criminals and libertines. "66 Russo later stated how every 

thirteenth person actually has a homosexual tendency which is bold statement for its time. 

This demonstrated that homosexuals were everywhere even if film makers and society 

did not want to acknowledge it. Because of Paragraph 175 of the German Penal Code, 

homosexuals are presented with disgraceful penalties and are exposed as outlaws. 

"Different from the Others avoids all sensationalism. Using an individual fate as an 

example, it shows us how people with such tendencies are made to suffer for no reason, 

how they are exploited by oppressors and how, because of society's rejection of them and 
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because of the accursed Paragraph 175, homosexuals are driven to despair and suicide." 

67 

This story is about a successful violinist named Paul Komer, who falls in love 

with one of his male students. Both parents of Paul disapproved of the idea of the two 

men being together. Komer has his parents visit his mentor The Doctor as a way to cure 

him of homosexuality. The Doctor directed his speeches to the audience as a way of 

educating them. "You must not condemn your son because he is a homosexual; he is not 

to blame for his orientation. It is not wrong, nor should it be a crime. Indeed, it is not 

even an illness, merely a variation, and one that is common to all ofnature."68 Soon, 

Komer and his student become more open about dating and even hold hands in the park. 

A man recognizes Komer and begins to blackmail him for hush money. In the end, 

Komer gets exposed as a homosexual and is jailed for one week. Before he goes to jail, 

he becomes shunned by his friends and family members. His family tells him there is 

only one honorable way out of this situation and Komer also believes the only way out is 

suicide by an overdose on pills. Following his suicide, Komer's lover is at his side while 

the parents blame him for the situation. "Go ahead, just turn away. You and the rest of 

society have his death on your conscience,"69 yells a character to Komer's parents. At the 

very end of the film, a German law book is opened, exposing Paragraph 175. Then, a 

hand with a brush appears and crosses out the page, signifying the need to end Paragraph 

175. 
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"So the very first gay man to be presented on film ended in the obligatory suicide 

that would mark the fate of screen gays for years to come."70 This film illustrates the 

horrors and injustices of the law for individuals who identified as the Third Sex. These 

individuals became an outcast to society simply because they loved someone who 

happened to be the same sex. This film was so controversial that it was one of the films 

burnt by the Nazis following their rise to power. Also, the film was never screened in 

America and only a few copies of the film can be found. It would not be until fifty years 

later that films in the United States would have characters who would meet the same fate 

as Komer, not necessarily being blackmailed, but ultimately meeting their end with 

suicide because of the despair from being ostracized and unaccepted. 

The "Gay" Cover-Up Films 

Homosexuality was something that was acknowledge, however Hollywood did its 

best to keep it hidden or to pretend that it did not exist. Stories and plays that had 

knowingly homosexual characters, and historical figures who were homosexual were 

rewritten in a new context to be heterosexual individuals. The Hollywood industry 

created these new films to not have those iconic homosexual individuals that the 

homosexual community could identify with, but instead heterosexual individuals to 

please the masses. 

In 1926, a film adaption of Hermann Bang's novel, Mikael, was released with lots 

of censorship. The original title was not allowed to be released, so it was re-entitled 

Chained: The Story of the Third Sex, with a "scientific lecture" included in the film with 
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the permission from the director, Dreyer. "The title change illustrates perfectly the 

American mentality with regard to homosexuality. The subtitle, The Story of the Third 

Sex, reveals how any story dealing, however seriously, with homosexual love taken to be 

a story about homosexuality while stories dealing with heterosexual love are seen as 

stories about the individual people they portray."71 

"Hollywood's admittedly casual relationship with the truth protected the 

American dream from a host of unwanted realities and niggling intrusions. And while 

lesbians and gay men were often among the architects of the dream, they were never a 

part of it. It was not as American as apple pie to be queer, and the closeted visions of 

countless gay screenwriters, directors, actors and technicians were submerged into the 

heterosexual, all-American fantasies of the majority."72 Even true stories or books that 

were written were rewritten to make homosexual invisible. 

Lillian Hellman's The Children's Hour was adapted to the screen in 1936 as 

These Three, but was altered from its original story. In the true story, two teachers are 

accused by their adolescent student of having a lesbian relationship. To Americanize the 

story, Hellman agreed to change the whole plot to an adulterous heterosexual triangle, 

where one teacher is accused of being in love with the other's fiance. 73 Also, any 

mention that These Three was based on The Children's Hour was strictly forbidden by 

the publishers and was also strongly enforced by the studio executives. Hellman tried to 

persuade the executives to allow there to be a lesbian theme in the film if she could do it 
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tastefully, however, the reaction from this idea was not good. "Lesbianism on the 

screen? Who ever heard of such a thing? And how could it possibly be done tastefully?"74 

So, in America, lesbianism could never be seen as tasteful or in a favorable light. At that 

time, lesbianism was something that was seen as both disgraceful and grotesque. 

In 1933, a biographical film came out called Queen Christina starring Greta 

Garbo. Garbo plays the title role of Sweden's historic ruler. In anticipation ofthe release 

of the film, Lewis Gannett wrote in the Herald-Tribune, "the one persistent love of 

Christina's life was for the Countess Ebba Sparre, a beautiful Swedish noble-woman who 

lost most of her interest in Christina when Christina ceased to rule Sweden ... the evidence 

is overwhelming, but will Miss Garbo play such a Christina?"75 When the film was 

finally released, Garbo did not portray the Queen Christina in the light that she should 

have been viewed. In this film, Queen Christina is portrayed as heterosexual and enters 

in a heterosexual romance. While snowed in and at an inn, Christina has to share a bed 

with Antonio, a Spanish soldier. During this scene, Christina is dressed as a male to 

conceal her identity. When Christina finally reveals herself to Antonio as a woman, the 

two embrace and begin to kiss. 76 This scene actually never happened, as Antonio is an 

entirely fictional character created in order to depict Christina as a heterosexual. 

There is a scene in the film where Christina does kiss her chambermaid, Ebba. 

Ebba bursts into the queen's chambers and passionately kisses her on the lips. Ebba 

suggests that they go for sleigh ride together but sadly, Christina tells her that she cannot 
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because Parliament needs her. She never has that sleigh ride with Ebba; instead she rides 

out to into an open field to mourn the death of her lover Antonio. The important thing to 

Americans about the film was that Queen Christina was willing to give up everything, 

even her "love" for Ebba, to be with her true love Antonio. 

There are various other films that have tried to disguise homosexual undertones. 

Ben-Hur was made in 1959 and told the story ofthe title character, Ben-Hur. In one 

scene, Ben-Hur and his childhood friend, Messala, are having a conversation where Ben-

Hur refuses to aid the Roman cause despite his friend's plea.77 Screenwriter, Gore Vidal, 

explains the problem with the scene: "I proposed the notion that the two had been 

adolescent lovers and now Messala has returned from Rome wanting to revive the love 

affair but Ben-Hur does not. He has read Leviticus and knows an abomination when he 

sees one. I told Wyler 'this is what's going on underneath the scene- they seem to be 

talking about politics, but Messala is really trying to rekindle a love affair.' Wyler was 

startled. We discussed the matter, and then he sighed, 'well, anything is better than what 

we've got in the way of motivation, but don't tell Chuck."78 Vidal did tell Stephan Boyd, 

who plays Messala, about the frustrated lover and he agreed to go about the scene in that 

manner. If you study his face when watching the film, that his eyes linger on Ben-Hur to 

win back his affection. Not telling "Chuck" (Charleton Heston), the filmmakers managed 

to keep the homosexual undertone, though Wyler did not like the outcome of the film. 

"The biggest mistake we made was the love story. If we had cut out that girl (Haya 
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Harareet) altogether and concentrated on the two guys, everything would have gone 

better." 79 

For about forty years, no homosexual character was shown in films. Any 

character that was originally a part of the homosexual community was rewritten to be a 

part of the "natural" heterosexual community. History was reworked to eliminate the 

homosexual aspects of such historical figures like Queen Christina. 

Victim: Positive Representation? 

One new obstacle that homosexual themed films had to face was getting the 

stamp of approval from The Code. The film, Victim ( 1961 ), was a blackmailing thriller 

that pleaded for tolerance for homosexuals.80 This was the first commercial film to 

depict homosexuals in a positive light since Different from the Others. The Motion 

Picture Association of America (MP AA) found the film to be thematically objectionable 

on several counts and refused to release it without some editing. The film "violated the 

basic precepts ofthe Code; 'though its candid and clinical discussion ofhomosexuality 

and its overtly expressed plea for social acceptance of the homosexual to the extent that 

(he) be made tolerable."81 The first objection was that the words "homosexual" and 

"homosexuality" were used as they had never before been uttered on the screen. Before 

the new rule on homosexuality, Sidney Poitier was allowed to yell at a college student's 
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lack of manhood by attacking his "faggoty" white shoes in A Raisin in the Sun. "In an 

official clarification ofthe October 3 ruling, the MPAA said that 'sexual aberration could 

be suggested but not actually spelled out,' a requirement that barred honesty and 

forthrightness and invited innuendo and slander."82 This meant that the word "faggot" 

would be acceptable but "homosexual" would not. Victim's director, Basil Dearden, 

refused to cut the offending words from the film. It was clear to him that the MPAA's 

real concern was that the film had a strong conclusion that homosexuals were victimized 

by the laws of society. Nothing was cut from Victim and because ofthat it was released 

without a seal of approval from the MP AA. 

Victim sought to push the debate on homosexual acceptance to a new level. This 

film showed the screen's first homosexual character who chose visibility and challenged 

the social norms of society. Powerlessness is seen as part of the mechanism of invisibility 

because if you are not Visible than there is no way you can control your fate. A police 

officer in the film says "someone once called this law against homosexuality the 

blackmailer's charter."83 This line demonstrates that these laws were put in place against 

homosexuals and allowed people the opportunity to blackmail them to earn a profit. 

The main character Melville Farr is turned into a hero for the gay culture as he 

challenged the existing laws against homosexuals. Someone Melville knew committed 

suicide because he was blackmailed for being a homosexual so he makes it his duty to 

find the blackmailers and bring them to justice. The character is portrayed to the liberal 
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audience as a hero because he admits that homosexual acts are wrong, but becomes a gay 

hero because he is willing to lend a little dignity to homosexual by fighting to legitimize 

the existence of the homosexuals. 

The film was shunned by the public since there was no code of approval given by 

the MPAA. The press and critics reactions to the social issues raised in the film were 

obscured, as though the topic of homosexuality were able to blind critics. A Times critic 

stated; "the film is a coyly sensational exploitation of homosexuality as a theme- and 

what's more offensive- an implicit approval of homosexuality as a practice ... nowhere 

does the film suggest that homosexuality is a serious but often curable neurosis that 

attacks the biological basis of life itself."84 As such, homosexuality can never be seen in a 

positive light because it is anti-normative for society. 

The Expansion of Gay Hate Speech 

"For lesbians and gay men in America, the Hollywood horror show was a part of 

life in the 1970s. In spite of the dramatic and increasingly vocal visibility of gays, 

prompted by the Gay Rights Movement, the film industry stuck to stereotypes."85 

Hollywood began using more gay characters because, to some critics, they had run out of 

conventional bad guys. The Gay Deceivers was a film released in 1969 that offended 

almost everyone including homophobic critics. They all deemed the film to be anti-gay. 

The film tells the story of two boys who try to evade the draft by pretending to be 

homosexuals. The trailer to the film depicts the gay characters as overly flamboyant, 
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even referring to the one character as "the Gay Landlord." Seemingly, this character is so 

useless that he does not even deserve a name. 86 The film uses the words, fag, queer, and 

deviate to describe the characters and was advertised as a "slice of gay life". 

The word "faggot" became a mandatory term included in films during the 1980s. 

Homophobic slurs were commonly used against homosexuals. However, slurs that 

would never be tolerated were those used in reference to any other minority group or 

individual. In the John Hughes' film Weird Science, a gang invades the home of two 

nerdy students. When they enter the house one member of the gang says; "I want you 

and your faggot friends out of here in ten seconds."87 Now what if the characters were of 

a different race, how would this sentence sound? "Make the characters Black and 

translate that line to 'I want you and your nigger friend out of here in ten seconds.' 

Unless such a line was clearly put into the mouth of an unsympathetic bigot, it would 

never reach the screen. Yet anti-gay dialogue is most often given to the very characters 

with whom the audience is supposed to identify."88 This makes hate speech in film 

acceptable as long as it is directed toward the homosexual community because many 

view that the homosexual community as deserving of hatred and degradation. 

Many believe that homosexuals are powerless by their unwillingness to go 

public about their sexuality and, because of this; they become fair game for Hollywood to 

mock. "In George Miller's The Road Warrior, barbarian punk homosexuals on 

motorcycles symbolically threaten not only the decency of the family but the future of the 

86 The Gay Deceivers. Dir. Bruce Kessler. Perf. Kevin Coughlin, Brooke Bundy, 
Lawrence P. Casey. Fanfare Films Inc, 1969. DVD. 
87 Weird Science. Dir. John Hughes. Perf. Anthony Michael Hall, Ilan Mitchell-Smith, 
Kelly LeBrock. Universal Pictures, 1985. DVD. 
88 Russo, Vito. The Celluloid Closet: Homosexuality in the Movies. New York: Harper & 
Row, 1987. 251. Print. 

45 



surviving post-nuclear society as a whole."89 According to this film, the homosexuals are 

the only true threat to the survival of civilization. 

This is not the only 1980's film that used gay hate speech to degrade characters. 

In the 1985 film Teen Wolf,· Michael J. Fox's character Scott Howard is about to tell his 

best friend Stiles a deep dark secret that he has not told anyone else. Stiles replies "you 

are not gonna tell me you're a faggot, are you?"90 Stiles is fearful of Scott's reply. When 

Scott tells him that he is a werewolf, Stiles is relived and supportive. Stiles creates t-shirts 

to show how much he supports his friend's new identity of being a werewolf. This scene 

suggests that being a horrible, ravenous werewolf is much more acceptable than being a 

homosexual. 

Another film from the 1980's that included gay hate speech was the film 

Heathers. This film dealt with high schoolers and did not feature any gay characters but 

still managed to incorporate "gay" dialog in the film. When Christian Slaters' character, 

Dean, is sitting in the cafeteria, he is approached by two athletes. "I did not know this 

cafeteria allowed faggots in it,'msays the one jock as he pushes his hand into Dean's 

food. In another scene, after one character's funeral, this same athlete chases a "nerd" 

and pushes him to the ground. "Say you love sucking big cock,"92 he taunts. The 

character finally surrenders to the bullying and admits that he is a "faggot and loves to 

suck cock." To people watching this film who identify as a homosexual, they relate to 
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this torture, that homosexual individuals often receive. Later in the film the two 

characters who bully others with gay hate speech are murdered by Dean and Veronica. 

However, Dean and Veronica stage the murder scene to look like a suicide and leave a 

note explaining that the athletes' suicide was because they were gay lovers who could no 

longer deal with the negative view of their love for each other. In the end, Homosexual 

love is not something that is tolerated by society and as one of the police officers says 

when investigating the crime scene, "a waste on humanity."93 This scene insinuates that 

suicide is the only option to rid a homosexual of the homosexual disease. 

There were other films in the 1980's that used anti-homosexual dialog in their 

films and these films are seen as cult classics. All three Porky's films, both versions of 

Meatballs, Police Academy, Police Academy 2, and other popular teenage movies at this 

time included anti-gay jokes, and bullying of the characters who were believed/depicted 

to be a homosexual. 

Sexuality As "Experiment" 

Personal Best (1982) attempted to be the first lesbian film in the 1980's that 

presented homosexuality as acceptable. Personal Best is a "coming of age" story about 

Chris Cahill, a young woman who is preparing for the Olympics. Chris meets another 

Olympic hopeful, Tory Skinner, who is a lesbian. Soon, both characters enter into a 

romantic relationship where Chris gets to explore her sexuality. Tory and Chris 
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eventually end their relationship after Chris suffers an injury. Subsequently, Chris begins 

a sexual relationship with Denny Stites and qualifies for the 1980's Olympic team.94 

Similar to the Spartans, homosexuality is often viewed as an adolescent phase that 

will end once the individual matures. Chris was able to overcome the challenges that she 

faced such as her injury and her love for another woman. Chris is able to overcome both 

of these obstacles with the love ofher new man, Denny. This then suggests that young 

lesbians are experiencing a phase, and things will "improve" only after entering into a 

heterosexual relationship. This theme is also mentioned by film critic Rex Reed on the 

show At the Movies when he stated "according to this movie lesbianism is just something 

you catch in the locker room, like athletes foot."95 Similar to other diseases, lesbianism 

must be treated and will eventually be cured, like athletes foot. "By abandoning Patrice 

Donnelly's character of Tory completely, the film shows us that the real action is about 

the heterosexuals."96 So in the end, Chris' disease does go away and she becomes the 

Olympic hero that society needs which is a young heterosexual female who overcame the 

lesbianism disease. 

Another issue with this film was the portrayal of Tory's character. Tory is perhaps 

8-10 years older than Chris. This makes it as though Tory purposely went after this 

young, innocent girl. This is a common representation of the older homosexual 

community preying on young gays. However, not all older gay individuals pursue 

younger gay individuals. "The notion that older gay men are sexually predatory is based 
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on offensive and faulty assumptions about the links between gay men, promiscuity, and 

pedophilia."97 This is a dangerous assumption to believe that all older homosexuals are 

pedophiles and promiscuous. This seems similar to the accusation against the African 

American males. There is a belief that African American males were animalistic and 

would lust for and desire the rape of White women. This was depicted in the film The 

Birth of a Nation. Such faulty depictions may not eliminate, but elevate the possibility 

that homosexuals desire romantic relationships that are healthy and non-predatory. 

If the two women in Personal Best had ended up with each other, then audiences 

may have been disappointed like they were with John Sayles' film, Lianna (1983). This 

film is about a wife and mother who leaves her family, mainly because of her abusive 

husband, for another woman.98 "Lianna basically represents lesbianism as a refuge from 

the hostilities of heterosexual life. Lianna's husband is such a bastard, that the film gives 

the viewer the idea that if men weren't so odious, women wouldn't turn to each other."99 

In one scene Lianna goes to her first lesbian club. We see her dancing with another 

woman and other happy women dancing. This suggests that women can be happy and in 

a loving relationship without a man. 

The New York Times critic Vincent Canby said, "Lianna does, however, pose a 

problem for both Mr. Sayles and the audience. It so effectively simulates the manner and 

temper of ordinary lives that there is a danger people will not recognize the very real art 
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by which it was created."100 What is the umecognized danger that was tempering with 

ordinary lives? The critic seems to be implying that lesbianism is the danger that is 

ruining the ordinary lives of heterosexual families. Why does lesbianism pose a danger 

to the ordinary lives of people? I believe that this film suggests that a woman can have 

the strength to end the abuse that she is receiving at the hands of her husband and that she 

can find love after a horrible relationship. 

There was another film similar to Lianna, but about a male homosexual 

relationship, called Making Love. Arthur Hiller's Making Love, was described as the first 

mainstream film to attempt to "deal" with homosexuality. This film was daring and 

revolutionary for its time. Making Love did well in its opening weekend. Then, ticket 

sales declined due to word of mouth calling the film dull and boring. The screenwriter of 

Making Love, Barry Sandler, explained that he was "straitjacketed by the dictates of 

commercial film. Making Love is presented in terms wholesome enough to win the Good 

Housekeeping Seal of Approval."101 Sandler had to present the film in a wholesome way 

to make sure it was not censored or not released by the studio executives. 

The film follows Zack Elliot, a successful young doctor who is married to his 

equally successful wife Claire. Unknown to Claire, her husband has been struggling with 

his attractions to other men. Zack picks up men in his car and begins to visit gay bars on 

his lunch hour, but he does not follow through on his sexual urges. Zack finally meets 
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Bart, a homosexual writer and they began to have a sexual relationship. 102 The film 

includes a famous scene where Zack and Bart have their very first kiss. "Shortly after the 

film started rolling, Sandler got his answer. I can see the guys' nervous titters. Then that 

kiss scene happens and it's pandemonium. People start marching up the aisles. I had to 

leave. I couldn't watch it."103 Sandler was not sure how the audience and critics would 

take the film, but he soon learned when many audiences booed at the screen as Bart and 

Zack embraced and kissed for the first time. 

As the story progresses, Zack finally tells his wife that he is a homosexual. Claire 

does not take the news well as she screams at him and destroys all of his clothes. She 

eventually calms down and even tries to maintain a relationship as she says, "I'd be okay 

with you having affairs with other men."104 Zack does not agree as he wants to live his 

life openly but also wants Claire to be able to love someone else again. In the end, Bart 

and Zack break up, but Zack enters a committed relationship with another man and his 

wife also meets someone new. 

Director, Arthur Hiller, originally approached actors such as Michael Douglas, 

Tom Berenger, Richard Gere, William Hurt, Peter Strauss and Harrison Ford for the lead 

roles. However, all of them were not up for the challenge of a gay. role for fear of being 

ostracized by the industry. Harry Hamlin, who starred as Bart, stated in an interview with 

the Advocate; "I was being offered roles in movies that were pretty stupid. If I was going 

to spend 1 0 weeks making a film, I wanted to do a real slice of American life rather than 
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a guy trying to save a town from rabid bats."105 Today, Harry Hamlin claims that Making 

Love did paralyze his film career; but he has no regrets on taking the role. 

Sadly, many actors believe that playing a homosexual in a film could paralyze 

their career. Many actors are afraid to take on such a "challenge." Although I do not 

understand why playing a homosexual is a "challenge," I do believe that this perception 

may relate to the era in which the film was produced and released. Writer Barry Sandler 

explains, "Hollywood in the Reagan' 80s was a conservative, closeted, chicken shit town. 

Agents and talent shunned the project, deeming it too risky. But a few brave actors 

stepped up, damn the skeptics and the movie was made."106 Sandler was so honored by 

the dedication of his actors, and their willingness to be a part of this film, that he soon 

came out as a homosexual. Coming out publicly did not negatively affect Sandler's 

career. He continued to write and work on successful films even though it was considered 

to be a conservative and closeted era. 

AIDS/HIV in Gay-Themed Films 

The Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS) epidemic is one of the most 

important periods in the LGBTQ community's history. AIDS was originally presented as 

the "gay disease" as it was believed that only homosexual males could contract the virus 

(HIV). In the movie Precious: Based on the Novel Push by Sapphire, the character 

Precious is told by her mother Mary that her father died because he contracted the gay 

disease. Precious then tells her mother that she better get herself tested. "We never did it 

105 Advocate. "Making History." The Advocate 986 (2007): 64. Print. 
106 Sandler, Barry. "Making Love." Interview by Advocate. Advocate Feb. 1982. Print. 
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up the asshole," 107 says Mary to her daughter. This statement suggests the popular belief 

that only gays or gay sex could contract the virus. 

An Early Frost was broadcasted on November 11, 1985. Tom Shales ofthe 

Washington Post called the film "the most important TV movie of the year."108 The film 

was number one in the ratings when it aired. This film paved the way for other releases 

dealing with the AIDS topic such as Go Toward the Light (1988), The Ryan White Story 

(1989), Longtime Companion (1990) and Philadelphia (1993). The film won the 

Peabody Award, the Golden Globe for Sylvia Sidney for Best Performance by an Actress 

in a Supporting Role in a Series, Mini-Series or Motion Picture Made for TV. The film 

also won four Emmy's and was also nominated for seven other awards. 

The film is about Michael Pierson who is rushed to the hospital. There he finds 

out that he has been exposed to the AIDS virus. Michael confronts his lover Peter about 

·it, and Peter confessed that he cheated on Michael. He travels to his parents' house to 

inform them that he is gay and has AIDS. His father, Nick says "I never thought the day 

would come when you'd be in front of me and I wouldn't know who you are."109 Kate, 

Michael's mother, is not sure about it at first, but soon adjusts and learns to accept 

Michael for who he is. Michael's sister Susan reacts just as badly as his father did by not 

allowing Michael to see her for the fear of her unborn child contracting the AIDS virus. 

During a really dramatic scene, Michael kisses his mother goodbye and his father freaks 

out fearing that his wife had now contracted the virus. 

107 Precious: Based on the Novel Push by Sapphire. Dir. Lee Daniels. Perf. Gabourey 
Sidibe, Mo'Nique,. Lionsgate, 2009. DVD. 
108 "An Early Frost." An Early Frost. Web. <http://an-early-frost.co.tv/>. 
109 An Early Frost. Dir. John Erman. NBC Productions, 1985. DVD. 
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Another scene that is really emotional for the viewer is when Michael is needed to 

be rushed to the hospital but the ambulance refuses to transport him because of the AIDS 

virus he has and the fear of them receiving it. While recovering at the hospital Michael 

becomes good friends with another AIDS patient named Victor. However, their 

friendship is cut extremely short when Victor dies from complications of the virus. After 

his death Michael witnesses the nurses throwing out his possessions because they think 

they are contaminated with the virus and others will acquire the disease. This film 

showed the false rumors that society had when it came to AIDS. 

Michael's mother Kate is the one character in the film that continued to correct 

Michael's family members about their false information surrounding AIDS/HIV. Even at 

the beginning of the film. Gena Rowlands, who played Kate, did a public service 

announcement about AIDS transmissions. This film played on the prejudices 

surrounding HIV/AIDS at the time andthe then common limited understanding by the 

general public of the methods of transmission and likelihood of infection. The final 

outcome of Michael is never revealed, but it is safe to assume that within time he died 

from the complications of the AIDS virus. 

Longtime Companion was the first wide release film to deal with AIDS in 1990. 

The film takes its title from The New York Times when it describes the surviving same

sex partner of someone who had died of AIDS during the 1980's. "During the movie 

three (and perhaps four) of them die. And with them die certain old stereotypes which 

have been represented in other films. Gone are the histrionic, narcissistic queens of The 
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Boys in the Band and the dangerous sexual and perverse leathermen of Cruising. "110 

Longtime Companion tells the story of three gay couples- Fuzzy and Willy, Sean and 

David, and Howard and Paul in everyday situations like cooking and cleaning. "The men 

in Longtime Companion are represented as figures with whom Middle America may 

empathize. Fuzzy is an entertainment lawyer. David is independently wealthy, and 

Howard is a manager of some sort. All are quite conventionally masculine. What is so 

remarkable about this film is how dam likeable and noble each of these characters are. 

David nurses his sick partner Sean until the very end." 111 

The film tugs on the viewer's heart strings. In one scene when Sean is about to 

die, David is telling Sean to "let go" and release himself into God's hands. "And 

regardless of the disease that has been responsible of the death of a beloved person, it is a 

lesson that everyone under similar circumstances should keep in his mind."112 If the 

viewer takes out the AIDS disease from this situation, the viewers are left with the 

emotions that could be felt by any couple going through the death of a loved one. The 

film spans a nine year period, starting in July 3, 1981 and ends on July 18, 1989. At the 

end of the film the viewers see the characters Willy, Fuzzy and Lisa walking along a 

beach. The three start talking about the time before AIDS and wonder if a cure will ever 

be found. The film ends with a momentary fantasy sequence where the friends and others 

110 Firat, A. Faut, and Alladi Venkatesh, eds. "Gay Men On Film: A Typology Of 
Scopophic Consuming Pleasures" Consumption, Markets and Culture 4.3 (2000): 94. 
Print 
111 Firat, A. Faut, and Alladi Venkatesh, eds. "Gay Men On Film: A Typology Of 
Scopophic Consuming Pleasures" Consumption, Markets and Culture 4.3 (2000): 95. 
Print 
112 Varga, Ricardo. 
Http:l/campus.usal.esl-revistamedicinacine/Volumen 2 l ln3/ ing 3 pdtlsida ing.pdf. 
Ediciones Universidad De Salamanca, 26 July 2006. Web. 
<http://campus.usal.es/-revistamedicinacineNolumen 2 l/n3/ing 3 pdf/sida ing.pd£>. 
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that have lost the battle to AIDS appear on the beach with them, but soon vanish and the 

three are left alone to continue walking. 113 

AIDS was something that everyone, not just heterosexuals feared. The 1995 film 

Jeffrey took place in Manhattan during the AIDS epidemic and revolved around Jeffrey 

who has decided to never have sex again because of it. "Sex wasn',t meant to be safe, or 

negotiated, or fatal... So. Enough ... no more sex." 114 As soon as he has sworn offhaving 

sex, Jeffrey goes to the gym and needs a work out partner, he then meets Steve. Steve is 

a charming, hunk who is HIV positive. Jeffrey does not know this right away, but 

retreats immediately when he meets Steve, but soon Steve wins him over and they start 

dating. As soon as Jeffrey finds out that Steve is HIV positive, he retreats. The film is 

comical where it plays on the stereotypes of the gay culture; such as older gays going 

after the younger ones and being sex driven. The film breaks the fourth wall when 

Jeffrey looks to the viewer to explain his thoughts or looking at them for approval for his 

decisions. 

Jeffrey ran to the hospital to be with his friend Sterling. While there he learned 

that Darius died about thirty minutes before due to the complications of AIDS. Sterling 

explains to Jeffrey, "Darius once said you were the saddest person he ever knew. Because 

he had a fatal disease but he was still one million times happier than you."115 Jeffrey then 

sees Darius and his lost family members in a bright light. Darius is explaining to Jeffrey 

that he needs to know that he is not dead and needs to start hating AIDS not life. With the 

help of Darius' soul Jeffrey is able to move past this AIDS scare and start living. He 

113 Longtime Companion. Dir. Norman Rene. By Craig Lucas. Perf. Bruce Davison and 
Mark Lamos. Samuel Goldwyn Co., 1990. DVD. 
114 Jeffrey. Dir. Christopher Ashley. Perf. Steve Weber. Orion Pictures, 1995. DVD 
115 Jeffrey. Dir. Christopher Ashley. Perf. Steve Weber. Orion Pictures, 1995. DVD 
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calls Steve to meet him again and the two decide to give it a try and start dating. Jeffrey 

no longer is afraid of the AIDS and becoming close to individuals who were HIV 

positive. 

Philadelphia was one of the first mainstream Hollywood films to feature 

AIDS/HIV, homosexuality, and homophobia. This film was inspired by the story of 

Geoffrey Bowers, who was an attorney at the law firm Baker and McKenzie and was 

fired for having AIDS. This court case was one of the first AIDS discrimination cases. 

Tom Hanks plays Andrew Beckett, who is a senior associate at a corporate law firm in 

Philadelphia. He is also a homosexual who lives with his partner, Miguel Alvarez. While 

working on the corporation's newest and most important case, Andrew begins to suffer 

from some of the side effects ofhaving AIDS. Andrew goes to the hospital, where he 

receives the news that he has been fired because the company questions his professional 

abilities. Andrew contacts Joe Miller, played by" Denzel Washington, to be his attorney. 

Joe originally does not agree to represent him but changes his mind once he sees how 

society treats Andrew as a social outcast. At the end of the film, Joe successfully defends 

Andrew and he is awarded $4.5 million for pain and suffering, and punitive damages. 116 

Janet Maslin, The New York Times critic, points out the obstacles the film had to 

overcome. "For a filmmaker who thrives on taking chances, 'Philadelphia' sounds like 

the biggest gamble of all. As the first high-profile Hollywood film to take the AIDS 

plague seriously, Jonathan Demme's latest-work has stubborn preconceptions to 

116 Philadelphia. Dir. Jonathan Demme. By Ron Nyswanger. Perf. Tom Hanks, Denzel 
Washington, Antonio Banderas, and Joanne Woodward. TriStar Pictures, 1993. DVD. 
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overcome as well as enormous potential to make waves."117 This was a gamble for a film 

in the early 1990's as HIV/AIDS was still a recent topic. Homosexuality was portrayed in 

a negative light during the 1980's so many people were not sure how homosexuality was 

going to be accepted in the 1990's. Maslin describes the stubborn perceptions that John 

Demme had to overcome. He presented America's ignorance through the character of Joe 

Miller. This character is homophobic and does not want to help Andrew. After he shakes 

hands with Andrew, he quickly goes to a doctor at the hospital and wants to be tested for 

AIDS/HIV believing he could have contracted it from a simple hand shake. The doctor 

informs him that that is not the case, and he was fine. This is the perception a lot of 

Americans had when it comes to HIV I AIDS. 

As Brian Locke points out in his book Racial Stigma on the Hollywood Screen 

from World War II to the Present, there are some connections between the LGB.TQ 

movement and the African American movement. Philadelphia establishes a "cross-

examination which reveals the oppressors as not only intolerant of gays but of African 

Americans as well, while the White buddy's mother hails her gay son as a king of latter-

day Rosa Parks. ' Fight for your rights', she said 'I didn't raise my kids to sit in the back 

of the bus."118 Hanks' character Andrew became a public figure that rallied other 

individuals for a cause like Rosa Parks did for African Americans. Andrew let the world 

117 Maslin, Janet. "Movie Review- Philadelphia- Review/Film: Philadelphia;Tom Hanks 
as an AIDS Victim Who Fights the Establishment - NYTimes.com." Movie Reviews, 
Showtimes and Trailers- Movies- New York Times- The New York Times. New York 
Times, 22 Dec. 1993. Web. 23 Feb. 2011. 
<http:/ /movies.nytimes.com/movie/review?res=9FOCE lDC 163CF931A15751 C 1A96595 
8260>. 
118 Locke, Brian. Racial Stigma on the Hollywood Screen from World War II to the 
Present The Orientalist Buddy Film. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009. 36. Print. 
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know that discrimination against HIV I AIDS infected individuals was no longer going to 

be tolerated. 

Philadelphia was a gamble to create, however, that gamble paid off as the film 

made more than $200 million at the world wide box office. The film was also nominated 

and won numerous awards include Best Actor for Tom Hanks at the 1994 Academy 

Awards. The character Andrew Beckett was listed as number forty-nine among the 

heroes on the American Film Institute(AFI) Top 100 Heroes and Villains. This seemed 

to get people talking and eliminated some misperceptions and myths about HIV I AIDS 

and the LGBTQ community. 

Brokeback Mountain and the 21st Century 

In the twenty-first century, attitudes and ideals about homosexuality in the movies 

have changed. "Queer audiences today have their choice not only of a wide range of 

titles, but also eagerly participate in an industry that is aimed specifically at them."119 

One film that really helped make homosexuality a topic of mainstream Hollywood is Ang 

Lee's Brokeback Mountain. The film is based on the short story of the same name written 

by Annie Prouix. The story is about a complex romantic and sexual relationship between 

two men in the West from 1963 to 1983. This film is one of the most celebrated and 

honored films of2005, and of the new decade. 

Ennis, played by Heath Ledger, works herding sheep with Jack, played by Jake 

Gyllenhaal, on Brokeback Mountain in Wyoming where they begin a romantic 

119 Bronski, Michael. "From The Celluloid Closet to Brokeback Mountin: The Changing 
Nature of Queer Film Criticism." Cineaste Spring (2008): 25. Print. 
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relationship. Both individuals never refer to themselves as gay, or homosexuals, but are 

simply in love with each other and enjoy each other's company. At the end of the 

summer, Ennis and Jack say their goodbyes but meet again four years later. When they 

first see each other again they embrace and passionately kiss. Both are married men and 

Ennis has two children. Jack believes that he and Ennis could create a life together at a 

small ranch. Ennis declines this offer because at a young age he had witnessed the torture 

and murder of a man believed to be a homosexual, nor does he want to leave his 

children. 120 

As the story continues, both marriages deteriorate, especially with Ennis and his 

wife, Alma, who eventually divorced. After hearing this, Jack drives to Wyoming to see 

Ennis and once again suggests the idea of living together. Ennis declines the offer again. 

The last time Ennis and Jack see each other is on one of their fishing trips. A postcard 

Ennis sent to Jack is returned to Ennis with the word "deceased" stamped on it. Ennis 

learns that Jack died in what was believed to be an accident when Jack was changing his 

tire. As Ennis is listening to this story, he imagines Jack being killed by a gang similar to 

the gay man he witnessed being murdered as a young boy. 

Ennis has a hard time dealing with the Jack's death. After finding a shirt of 

Jack's, Ennis keeps the shirt in his closet with a postcard from Brokeback Mountain. He 

uses these items to remember all the good times he and Jack had with each other and the 

love that they shared. 121 Many people questioned if Ennis and Jack are really gay or 

actually just starved for sexual release. A scene that exemplifies the attraction between 

120 Brokeback Mountain. Dir. Ang Lee. Prod. Diana Ossana. Perf. Heath Ledger, Jake 
Gyllenhaal. Universal Home Entertainment, 2005. DVD. 
121 Broke back Mountain. Dir. Ang Lee. Prod. Diana Ossana. Perf. Heath Ledger, Jake 
Gyllenhaal. Universal Home Entertainment, 2005. DVD. 
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the men is when Jack is shown for the first time. The gaze that the two men give each 

other is evidence enough that these men have an attraction towards each other. Jack has a 

slight smile on his face when he first sees Ennis while Ennis is shy (most likely trying to 

hide from the truth). As the audience, we catch Ennis several times glancing up at Jack. 

During the period of time homosexuals were seen as negative stigma to society. "Because 

they are gay, within a time ( 1963) and a cultural situation that still finds gays abhorrent, 

unnatural, cowardly, despicable, and so forth; second, because they have both to some 

extent internalized their society's condemnation even as they rebel against it."122 For fear 

of what society might do and think of them, both Ennis and Jack find lovers in women 

when they leave Brokeback Mountain. 

Brokeback Mountain started out as a simple art house film but soon became a hit 

movie having grossed over $83 million in the United States and around $178 million 

worldwide. "Brokeback Mountain yielded a conspicuous eight best per-screen average in 

history."123 This is "far more than enough to demonstrate if not universal, then 

widespread appeal beyond the markets to which it was pitched: heterosexual women and 

gay men." 124 This suggests that heterosexual men might have watched this film as a love 

story and not focusing on the "homosexual" nature of it. 

"To see attractive gay men on screen, portrayed by well-known actors, shown 

non-stereotypically falling in love with each other and maintaining that love for decades, 

even though it was doomed almost from the beginning, struck a deep chord in the souls 

122 Wood, Robin. "On and Around Brokeback Mountian." Fim Quarterly 60.3 (2007): 28-
31. Print. 
123 Grundmann, R. "Review ofthe Film Brokeback Mountin." Rev. of Brokeback 
Mountain. Cineaste Spring 2006: 50. Print. 
124 Snider, Clifton. "Queer Persona and the Gay Gaz in Brokeback Mountain: Story and 
Film." Psychological Perspectives 51 (2008): 55. Print. 
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of gay men- a chord that compensated for the renewed assault on our self-worth and 

sexual identity."125 This film showed Gay men and the world that they were able to find 

love, contain it, and that Gay men are not lustful individuals who just want sex. 

Essentially, Gay males were able to have the same type of love in a relationship that 

heterosexual couples have. 

However, there was of course some backlash to Brokeback Mountain. Utah Jazz 

owner, Larry Miller, pulled the film two hours before its scheduled premier at his Jordan 

Commons entertainment complex. He believed the film was dangerous to traditional 

family values. Several political figures such as Bill O'Reilly and John Gibson believed 

that Hollywood was pushing its own personal agenda with the film. The film also became 

the butt of jokes and even the actors were criticized for their parts in the film. O'Reilly 

said, "I only have a minute. We're mocking Hollywood, which is one of our favorite 

things to do, because we believe the upcoming Academy A wards is all about politics. So 

you've got, you know, left winger George Clooney, they love him. Then you've got the 

"Brokeback" pup tent boys, and they love them."126 Some critics have stated that the 

Academy Award voters are homophobic for failing to award Broke back Mountain with 

the award for Best Picture. "It had more Best Picture and Director wins than previous 

Oscar winners Schindler's List and Titanic combined. Just to name a few, Brokeback won 

various awards at the Golden Globes, the BAFTA's, Venice Film Festival, NY Film 

Critics Circle, LA Film Critics, National Board of Review, and the Independent Spirit 

125 Snider, Clifton. "Queer Persona and the Gay Gaz in Brokeback Mountain: Story and 
Film." Psychological Perspectives 51 (2008): 55. Print. 
126 CNN. "Bill Maher in the No Spin Zone- Bill O'Reilly I The O'Reilly Factor
FOXNews.com." FoxNews.com- Breaking News I Latest News I Current News. 7 Feb. 
2006. Web. Feb. 2011. <http://www.foxnews.com/story/0,2933,184095,00.html>. 
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Awards"127 Michael Jensen also pointed out that "no film that had won the Writer's 

Guild, Director's Guild, and Producer's Guild awards did not go on to win the Academy 

Award for Best Picture. Additionally, the film with the most total Oscar nominations 

almost always wins the top prize; only four times in the past twenty-five years has the 

Best Picture winner not also been the film with the most nominations."128 

Either way, ifthere is some homophobia in the Academy, the overall attitudes 

over homosexuality have changed. More award nominated and winning films containing 

homosexual characters continued to be released. Such notable films include Capote, 

TransAmerica, Milk, and The Kids Are All Right. Recent polls conducted by CNN (2011) 

show that 51% of Americans support same sex marriage in the United States. 129 With the 

growing acceptance of homosexuality, there is a strong indication that homosexuality in 

film may also become more accepted and embraced. 

127 Jensen, Michael. "AfterElton.com- The Brokeback Mountain Oscar Snub." News, Videos & Reviews on 
Gay & Bisexual Men I After Elton I Gay Celebrities in Entertainment, TV & Movies. 7 Mar. 2006. Web. 
Feb. 2011. <http:/ /www.afterelton.com/archive/elton/movies/2006/3/snub.html>. 
128 Ibid 
129 Kitchen, R. Elizabeth C. "51 Percent of Americans Say Yes to Same Sex Marriages
Yahoo! News." The Top News Headlines on Current Events from Yahoo! News. 20 Apr. 
2011. Web. 20 Apr. 2011. 
<http://news.yahoo.com/s/ac/2011 0420/us _ ac/8332667 _51 _percent_ of_ americans _say _y 
es _to_ same_ sex_ marriages>. 
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Chapter 4: Conclusion 

What does the future bring for films focused on racial and sexual minorities? I 

have demonstrated that history has not been portraying minorities in motion pictures in a 

positive light. Though they are primarily forms of entertainment, films are ways for 

audience members and society to learn and be educated. It is important to portray people 

honestly and without focusing on the stereotypes. There is one thing for certain when it 

comes to films that deal with African Americans and the Gay and Lesbian community; 

that it should be the goal of the Hollywood filmmakers and producers to make sure they 

are creating a film that will not offend or cause harm to these two communities. 

For African Americans, I believe there need to be more opportunities for 

filmmakers to undermine Hollywood's conventional wisdom about race. Spike Lee ended 

his film Do the Right Thing with a riddle "at the root of all African American 

filmmaking- whether it can succeed in reaching a broad audience without losing its 

historical identity."130 I believe it is the duty of the filmmaker and producers to remember 

history and not exploit that culture. Filmmakers and producers must challenge the 

negative roles and stereotypes that have been portrayed about the African American 

community by creating new images designed to be more representative. 

Spike Lee created another movie to show the audiences just how ridiculous 

stereotypes can be with his film Bamboozled. Pierre Delacroix is a well educated Black 

man who is working for a television network. His boss, Thomas Dunwitty, is a tactless 

White man who talks urban Black male and uses the word "cracker" constantly in 

conversation. Thomas also believes he is allowed to use the word "nigga" because he is 

130Dates, Jannette Lake, and William Barlow. Split Image: African Americans in the Mass 
Media. Washington, D.C.: Howard UP, 1993. Print 
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married to a Black woman and is more Black than Pierre. Pierre constantly created 

scripts that portray Black people in positive, intelligent scenarios, but Thomas dismissed 

these ideas as "Cosby clones". Pierre became fed up by his job so he decides he wants to 

be fired. So Pierre creates Mantan: The New Millennium Minstrel Show which is 

complete with Black actors in blackface, telling extremely racist jokes and puns, and 

even offensively stereotyped CGI-animated cartoons that caricature the leading stars of 

the new showY 1 Instead ofThomas hating the shows pitch, he loved it and fully 

supported the show. Also to Pierre's horror the show became a huge hit. Pierre runs with 

the idea of the show and cashed in on the profits and fame. At the end of the film, the 

main star of the show stated he will no longer wear blackface which caused him to be 

terminated by the studio. Also Pierre's girlfriend's brother Sloan creates a montage of 

racially insensitive and demeaning footage from Hollywood productions from the first 

half of the 20th century. 

Even though the Bamboozled focuses on the negative portrayal of African 

Americans, Spike Lee was doing this to educate the audience about the true nature and 

greed of Hollywood productions. This film points the finger at the negative stereotyping 

of the Hollywood producers that are looking for a way to make a huge profit. Pierre tried 

to make this project a negative stereotype of Black people, but instead was corrupted by 

greed, wealth and success. Pierre is representing Hollywood and its producers by 

showing how willing they are to throw their morals aside to cash in on other peoples 

expenses. 

131 Bamboozled. By Spike Lee. New Line Cinema, 2000. DVD. 
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"Clearly, the range of opportunities has improved and expanded; even though 

more work remains to be done on and off the screen."132 The first African American 

director to be nominated for Best Director at the Academy Awards was John Singleton 

for Boyz n the Hood in 1991. In 2009, Lee Daniels was nominated for Best Director for 

Precious: Based on the Novel Push by Sapphire. He was also the first director to earn a 

best picture nomination. Sadly, more African American filmmakers have not been 

nominated for their work, but I do hope that more will be nominated and eventually win 

the prestigious award. 

African Americans continue to receive nominations and awards for their acting; 

however, the number that have should not be so minimal. There is a need for more 

opportunities for African Americans to work in front of and behind the camera. More 

independent studios and filmmakers are needed to create quality films versus films like 

Lottery Ticket, Big Momma's House, and Soul Plane that are meant just to exploit the 

African American culture and try to earn a quick buck. 

One way to further the efforts of the Gay and Lesbian community would be to 

create homosexual themed movies that apply to the masses. I believe there need to be 

more openly gay people who work in Hollywood and they need to make films that 

present positive images of the Gay and Lesbian community. New and different stories 

must be created that do not deal with the topics that seem to be present in most 

homosexual films, such as "go-to" themes of "coming of age" and AIDS. 

Filmmakers could also present mainstream stories of the Gay and Lesbian 

community that parallel stories featured in blockbusters such as romantic comedies or 

132 Squires, Catherine R. African Americans and the Media. Cambridge: Polity, 2009. 
Print. 
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action films. Films need to exemplify and illustrate that Gay and Lesbian individuals are 

human beings and live similar lives as any other individual in society, despite the fact that 

they happen to be attracted to individuals of the same sex. 

Why don't filmmakers make films that have positive representations of Gay 

characters? I believe that the Hollywood industry does not think that viewers are ready to 

have positive Gay characters in films. I believe the film portrayal of Gays is following the 

same path as stereotypical representations of African Americans. With more pressure by 

the audience and other individuals, more positive films will be created to represent the 

Gay and Lesbian community. I also believe that once an openly Gay individual wins an 

Academy A ward, attitudes and images will begin to change. I do believe attitudes have 

changed with Sean Penn and Tom Hanks winning the Oscar for Best Actor for their 

portrayal of two homosexual characters and by Dustin Lance Black winning the 

Academy Award for Best Original Screen Play for the film Milk. 

African Americans and the Gay and Lesbian community must continue to expand 

their influence over the production, distribution, and exhibition systems that make up the 

dominant cinema apparatus. Those communities need to insist that the narratives of both 

communities are being seen and heard. This way, both cultures can be represented from 

honest and liberated perspectives. It is fine to have some stereotypical roles; however, it 

is not good to have every single character in a stereotypical role. One other way both 

communities can influence the Hollywood industry is by buying the quality film's tickets 

and saving their money by not attending the films that do nothing but portray the 

stereotypical characters of that community. Both communities need to show Hollywood 

that they are willing to watch and buy tickets for films with substance. The communities 
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need to not be apathetic and need to have a more proactive approach to showing 

Hollywood that they want change. The Gay & Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation, 

(GLAAD) is a group that fights to promote positive images of the homosexual 

community. In 2010, Ron Howard released a trailer to his film The Dilemma, which 

contained the line "Electric cars are gay. I mean, not homosexual gay, but my-parents

are-chaperoning-the-dance gay."133GLAAD and other individuals complained about this 

and pressured Ron Howard and Universal Pictures to remove the line from the trailer. 

Howard did create a new trailer without the homophobic line in it, but left that line in the 

film. Groups and organizations like GLAAD and the NAACP need to be consulted on 

films and shown pre screening to let Hollywood know if there is any material in there that 

could be seen as damaging to specific communities. Martin Luther King dreamed that we 

would be judged by the content of our character and not the color of our skin. It is now 

the role of the Hollywood industry to create well-rounded characters and the role of the 

viewer to show that we do want these types of characters. 

133 The Dilemma. Dir. Ron Howard. Perf. Vince Vaughn, Kevin James. Universial 

Pictures, 2011. DVD. 
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