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Abstract 

 
Images of African Americans in Film Before and After Civil Rights 

 
 

By 
 

	Megan Douglas  
 

Master of Social Work 
 
 

The film image of Blacks during the first half of the twentieth century was predominantly 

negative. Blacks struggled with stereotypical and derogatory images, and messages which 

were publicly sanctioned. They experienced extensive discrimination and segregation. 

These inequities spawned the civil rights movement which was successful in ending 

segregation and produced the voting rights act of 1964. These victories gave hope to 

Blacks that they would finally become an accepted and respected part of American 

society. As a result, this research has focused on the images, themes, and messages in 

film of Blacks both before and after civil rights. It assessed whether the images, themes, 

and messages have remained the same, improved or worsened by researching the 11 most 

commercially successful films of each decade beginning in 1915 through 2013.	The 

criteria used for the films examined required that a Black person have a starring/co-

starring role in the film. This research determined that there have been some 

improvements in the characterizations of the Blacks depicted in the films that were 

viewed.  With the findings of this analysis it may be possible to recommend to the film 

industry that they employ social workers and other professionals who are educated about 

various cultures and racist images to analyze Black characters before films are made to 

help provide a fair representation of Blacks in film. 
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I. Introduction 
  

The image of African Americans before the American civil rights 

movement in the media was negative and stereotypical in many ways according 

to Alexander (2010). The negative depiction of African American’s can 

arguably be attributed to Black America’s history of slavery and the Jim Crow 

laws which enforced segregation and racial inequities in the nations southern 

states. These laws made it clear that Blacks were second-class citizens in this 

country with separate schools which were inferior to the schools for Whites.  

Blacks were made to sit in the back of the bus leaving seats in the front for 

Whites to sit in, and they were frequently discriminated against for jobs 

according to Alexander (2010). When researching the history of this nation it is 

clear that when the laws of the land were enacted African Americans were not 

seen as equal, for example “Under the terms of our country’s founding 

document, slaves were defined as three-fifths of a man, not a real, whole human 

being” (Alexander, 2010). These strong and negative racial sentiments were 

illustrated through characterizations in films that were made in the early 

twentieth century in the portrayals of African Americans.	This study will focus 

on whether the images, themes, and messages of African Americans in film are 

the same, worse, or if there are indications of improvements in the last 50 years. 

An analysis of the images of African Americans in film both before and after 

the	American civil rights movement	is essential as it would assess whether 

Blacks have been able to improve their pre-civil rights image in film some 50 

odd years after the civil rights movement. According to Zhang (2002), the civil 
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rights movement was meant to be a turning point in the lives of African 

Americans as it was the fundamental catalyst for desegregation and presumed to 

be the end of racial injustice in the United States. According to Entman and 

Rojecki (2001), the media is a very influential and powerful medium.   

According to Frush-Holt (2013), most people who do not have experience 

with other racial groups get their impressions of “others” from film and other 

media. Examination of the film media to determine if it contributes to 

discrimination and repression in America is necessary and relevant because of 

its influence on society. According to Frush-Holt (2013), stereotypes of Blacks 

may affect the treatment that they receive in their interactions with people of 

other races in every social stratification and situation. Most importantly, 

negative stereotypical images may also adversely influence African Americans 

themselves. According to Entman and Rojecki (2001) Black youth in particular 

may embrace the images that they see and hear in the media and believe that it 

is an accurate portrayal of Black people. Which could be problematic if the 

images are stereotypical and unfavorable. This qualitative study will utilize a 

critical discourse analysis to examine the images, themes and messages of 

African Americans in film in each decade beginning in 1915 through 2013. 

Each film was chosen because it was the most commercially successful film 

in the decade of its release according to Dirks (n.d.), suggesting that a 

large segment of the population viewed each film. 

 

  



 3	

II. Literature review 

Background 

According to Littlefield (2008), the media in general is guilty of 

propagandizing certain stereotypical racial images that negatively impact 

African American men and women. America describes itself as a 

country that welcomes and values all ethnic groups and that it is a 

melting pot of races. In the Declaration of Independence Thomas 

Jefferson stated (United States, 2009) “We hold these truths to be self-

evident: that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their 

Creator with certain unalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, 

and the pursuit of happiness. According to Littlefield (2008), in reality 

America ostracizes those who are non-Whites with policies, laws and 

customs that oppress them and that uplifts and benefits those who are 

Anglo-European in ancestry. This pluralistic society keeps alive 

divisions based on class, race, and gender. Conversely, many Americans 

believe that racism is not as common as it was before the civil rights 

movement partially because of the election of Barack Obama as the first 

Black president of the United States in 2008.   

Also, the success of certain Blacks such as billionaire mogul 

Oprah Winfrey, retired basketball player and business owner Magic 

Johnson, and actor, writer, director, and producer Tyler Perry give the 

erroneous impression that racism is on the decline and that life for 

African Americans has significantly improved. According to Donaldson 
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(2015), things have not improved,	Black men are negatively impacted by 

adverse public perceptions and are turned away from jobs and told that 

they are not the right fit, on the city streets they are seen as dangerous and 

probable criminals by the community at large, and police officers. This 

may be why there is such an imbalance in the number of African 

Americans who are incarcerated. According to the National Association 

for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP 2018) of the 6.8 

million incarcerated individuals in the United States Blacks make up 2.3 

million. Black people go to jail 5 times as much as White people. It is 

essential that society question what role media plays in these egregious 

figures. 

History of Civil Rights 

According to Zhang (2002), in 1964 the civil rights movement was 

successful in producing the civil rights act which arguably was successful 

in the implementation of securing voting rights, desegregation of schools, 

public spaces and employment discrimination treated as equals in society. 

The expectation was that through desegregation and inclusion there 

would be equity in every segment of the nation.  According to Zhang 

(2002), even with the victories of civil rights in the 1960s bigotry and 

oppression were still a large part of the culture in the United States. 

Representations in the Media 

According to Stephens (2017), 98 percent of households in 

America had a least one television set and those televisions were on for 



 5	

around seven hours per day. It is important to note that the researcher will 

be examining films for this research not television however, films are 

regularly shown on television. It is for this reason that the researcher is 

noting how popular television is in American homes. Examination of 

films to determine if they contribute to discrimination and repression in 

American society is necessary and relevant because films are a very 

influential and powerful medium. Moreover, film makers have a 

responsibility to provide a variety of character depictions of each racial 

group to produce a fair and equitable view of different populations.  

According to Donaldson (2017), most people who do not have experience 

with other racial groups get their impressions of “others” from images 

and words used in the media. According to Entman and Rojecki (2000), 

when Whites see news accounts of negative images of Blacks and other 

communities of color which are stereotypical in nature it sways their 

political views and how they vote. Which may negatively impact 

communities of color, African Americans in particular. 

Progressing or Perpetuating Prejudice 

It is important as a society to continue to be progressive and to 

right the wrongs of the past.  For this reason, it is imperative to examine 

whether the images, themes, and messages of Blacks in the film media 

have improved since the civil rights movement. Arguably, the 

stereotypical images of Blacks in film may affect the treatment that they 

receive in their interactions with people of other races in every social 
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stratification and situation. Within the last few years there have been 

several instances of shootings of unarmed African American males by 

police officers and armed civilians who felt that they (police officer 

/civilian) were in mortal danger. According to Frush-Holt (2013), 

research indicates that to be Black in this society is to be seen as unlawful 

or as a criminal. Most importantly, these images may be negatively 

influencing African Americans themselves. According to Donaldson 

(2015), demeaning portrayals in all forms of media can negatively impact 

the self-image of Blacks. In some cases, causing African Americans to 

believe that these images are in fact true examples of who Black people 

are and how they behave. Unfortunately, countless Black boys and men 

use these images as models of behavior and they have begun to 

perpetuate the stigma. 

This Study 

This project entailed examining an assortment of images of 

African Americans in film beginning in 1915 through 2013 to assess how 

Blacks were represented in movies before, during and after the American 

civil rights movement. This was done by viewing popular and financially 

successful films due to the films being commercially successful and 

viewed by a large segment of American society. 

 

 

 



 7	

III. Method 

  

This qualitative research utilized archival data found in the media in the public 

domain consisting of films. The films were specifically chosen to reflect every decade 

from 1915 through 2013 because they show a variety of images, themes and messages of 

African Americans in film before and after the American civil rights movement. This 

study will focus on fictitious portrayals of African Americans both male and female of all 

ages in films. Television shows will not be used in this study because television did not 

become a common part of American households until the 1950’s which would 

significantly limit the research only leaving one decade before the civil rights movement 

to sample. The films to be examined were chosen because they were on the list of the top 

20 highest grossing films in the decade that they were released. Additionally, the films 

chosen must have a Black person listed in the credits with a significant starring or co-

starring role in the film. Exceptions were made for the film Birth of a Nation (1915), The 

Jazz Singer (1927), and The Ten Commandments (1956) because there were no 

commercially successful films during the 1910’s, the 1920’s, or the 1950’s with African 

Americans starring or co-starring in any roles. Moreover, in the case of Birth of a Nation 

and The Jazz Singer, they were the only commercially successful films from 1910 

through 1929 with portrayals of African Americans and they happen to be played by 

White men in Black face. Other racial groups will appear with Blacks in some footage. 

Films with Blacks in starring roles who are not depicting humans or are of the fantasy 

genre will be excluded such as in the films Avatar (2009) and Return of the Jedi (1983).  

 The researcher has chosen a total of 11 films. The films that were included in this 
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research were Birth of a Nation (1915), The Jazz Singer (1927), Gone with the Wind 

(1939), Song of the South (1946) (partial animation), The Ten Commandments (1956), 

Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner (1967), The Sting (1973), Beverly Hills Cop (1984), 

Forrest Gump (1994), Transformers: Revenge of the Fallen (2009), and The Hunger 

Games: Catching Fire (2013). In this study, the researcher reviewed the films in order to 

identify stereotypes related to the characterization of African American roles such as 

Untrustworthy characters (angry, violent, criminal, anti-social personality), Black 

caricatures (Mammies, servile, obtuse/dim-witted, Black-face, bossy Black woman), 

socio-economic status/worth or value (proper spoken English, improper spoken English, 

educated/skilled, uneducated/unskilled). Using this criterion, the researcher compared the 

images, themes and messages of African Americans in the media related before, during 

and after the civil rights movement. 

These films were viewed via the streaming service Vudu or borrowed from the 

Valencia, California public county library and the Oviatt library at California State 

Northridge University. This research project did not require direct contact with human 

subjects nor any testing, observation, follow-ups or debriefing of the study. 

Measures 

 In this observational study analysis, I used frequent characterizations that Blacks 

depict in film as a way to code the films. I chose these codes from two other studies 

(Bounds-Littlefield, 2008; Fujioka, 1999) which found these stereotypes of Blacks to be 

commonplace in society. I thought that it would be relative to this research to determine 

whether these depictions of Blacks were common in film and to offer the findings of this 

work as an illustration of the power of media in shaping how African Americans are 



 9	

viewed in society. There were 4 categories and up to 5 sub-categories that were used to 

analyze the data collected in each film. The first category was Untrustworthy (deceitful, 

fear provoking, and dishonorable person) sub-categories: angry, violent, criminal, and 

anti-social personality (social norms and rights of others are violated); the second 

category was Black Caricature (derogatory,	stereotypical, grossly exaggerated and 

insulting depictions of Blacks) sub-categories; Mammy, servile (serving another as in 

maid/butler, oppressed, enslaved), obtuse/dimwitted (intellectually disabled, stupid), 

Black-face (Black make-up on face with white paint around the mouth which is made to 

appear large), bossy Black woman (loud and emasculating, controlling);  the third 

category was Socio-economic status/worth-value (social class level, skill level, societal 

value)	sub-category: proper spoken English skills, improper spoken English skills, 

educated/skilled, uneducated/unskilled; and the fourth category was Tropes (a common 

or overused expression or theme), sub-category: explicit sexuality (sexually aggressive, 

provocative), deferential-friend/sidekick (a person who is not as important or valuable as 

the protagonist in the film and who defers to them), exalted (a person who is celestial, 

spiritual, unearthly), servile (servant, maid/Butler).  The research focus was to make 

known whether the pattern of themes and messages that have negatively stereotyped 

Blacks and that inform all races was present in the films both before and after the civil 

rights movement. 
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IV. Results 

Descriptive Findings 

 The focus of this research was to ascertain if after the historical civil rights 

movement there have been any significant improvements in the images, themes, and 

messages of African Americans in film, if the images are the same, or if they have 

worsened over time. Eleven films that were released between 1915-2013 were used in the 

study to provide examples of the portrayals or depictions of African Americans in movies 

for the periods before, during, and after the American civil rights movement (1954-1968).   

 The films made before the civil rights movement were Birth of a Nation (1915), 

The Jazz Singer (1927), Gone with the Wind (1939), and Song of the South (1946).  

During the civil rights movement, the films released were The Ten Commandments 

(1956), and Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner (1967). After the civil rights movement, the 

movies made were the Sting (1973), Beverly Hills Cop (1984), Forrest Gump (1994), 

Transformers Revenge of the Fallen (2009), and The Hunger Games Catching Fire 

(2013). 

For each film reviewed, 4 characterizations “Untrustworthy”, “Black Caricature”, 

“Socio-economic status/worth value”, and “Tropes,” were applied and coded to the 

depictions of 27 African American characters portrayed in the movies (See Appendix A). 

These observations resulted in the identification of 88 examples of the characterizations 

across the 11 movies. A total of eight characterizations were coded as “Untrustworthy” 

(angry (2), violent (1), criminal (4) anti-social personality (1).  A total of 17 examples 

were coded as “Black Caricature” (Mammy (3), servile (7), obtuse/dim-witted (2), Black-

face (2), bossy Black woman (3). A total of 52 examples were coded as “Socio-economic 
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status/ worth or value (proper spoken English (14), improper spoken English (13), 

educated/skilled (14), uneducated/unskilled (11). A total of 11 examples were coded as 

“Tropes” (explicit sexuality (2), deferential friend/sidekick (7), exalted (there were no 

representations in any of the films for this category).  

Films Before the Civil Rights Movement 

Before the American civil rights movement four films were viewed and coded.  

The film “Birth of a Nation” (1915) depicted 2 African American characters which 

resulted in the identification of 11 examples of characterizations. These included 

“Untrustworthy” angry (1), violent (1), criminal (2) anti-social personality (1); “Black 

Caricature” Black face (1), “Socio-economic status/worth-value” proper spoken English 

(2), educated/skilled (1), and Tropes explicit sexuality (2).   

The film “The Jazz Singer” (1927) depicted 1 African American character which 

resulted in the identification of 3 examples of characterizations that included “Black 

Caricature,” Black face (1), and “Socio-economic status/worth-value” proper spoken 

English (1), and educated skilled (1).  

The film “Gone with the Wind” (1939) depicted 4 African American characters 

which resulted in the identification of 15 examples of characterizations. “Black 

Caricature,” Mammy (1), servile (4), bossy Black woman (1), dim-witted/obtuse (1), 

“Socio-economic status/worth-value,” improper spoken English (4), and 

uneducated/unskilled (4).  

The film “Song of the South” (1946) depicted 3 African American characters 

which resulted in the identification of 12 examples of characterizations. These included 

“Black Caricature” Mammy (1), servile (3), bossy Black woman (1); “Socio-
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economics/worth-value,” improper spoken English (3), uneducated/unskilled (3); 

“Tropes” deferential friend/sidekick (1) servile (2).  

Films During the Civil Rights Movement 

During the American civil rights movement there were two films researched.  The 

film “The Ten Commandments” (1956) depicted 2 African American characters which 

resulted in the identification of 4 examples of characterizations including “Socio-

economic status/worth-value,” proper spoken English (2), and educated/skilled (2).”  

The film “Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner” (1967) depicted 4 African American 

characters which resulted in the identification of 12 examples of characterizations.  These 

included “Untrustworthy,” angry (1), “Black Caricature,” Mammy (1), servile (1), bossy 

Black woman (1), “Socio economic status/worth-value,” proper spoken English (3), 

improper spoken English (1), educated/skilled (3), uneducated (1).  

Films After the Civil Rights Movement 

After the American civil rights movement there were five films researched.  The 

film “The Sting” (1973) depicted 3 African American characters which resulted in the 

identification of 11 examples of characterizations including “Untrustworthy,” criminal 

(2), “Socio-economic status/worth-value,” improper spoken English (3), uneducated 

/unskilled (3), and “Tropes,” deferential friend/sidekick (3).   

The film “Beverly Hills Cop” (1984) depicted 3 African American characters 

which resulted in the identification of 6 examples of characterizations including “Socio-

economic status” proper spoken English (3), educated/skilled (3).   

In the film “Forrest Gump” (1994) there were 2 African American characters 

which resulted in the identification of 6 examples of characterizations. “Black 
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Caricature” obtuse /dim-witted (1), “socio-economic status/worth-value”, improper	

spoken English (2), educated/skilled (1), uneducated/unskilled (1) and “Tropes”, 

deferential friend/sidekick (1).  

The film “Transformers Revenge of the Fallen,” (2009) depicted 1 African 

American character which resulted in the identification of 3 examples of 

characterizations including “Socio-economic status/worth-value,” proper spoken English 

(1), educated/skilled (1), and “Tropes” deferential friend/sidekick (1).   

The film “The Hunger Games” (2013) there were 2 African American characters 

which resulted in the identification of 5 examples of characterizations including “Socio-

economic status/worth-value,” proper spoken English skills (2), educated/skilled (2), and 

“Tropes” deferential friend/sidekick (1). 
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V. Discussion 

Fifty years before the civil rights movement many films had a multitude of 

dehumanizing stereotypical characterizations of African Americans. Both during and 

after the civil rights movement there was a decrease of Black caricatures and 

untrustworthy characters, and an increase in Black characters who spoke with proper 

English and who were educated. This finding might be an indication that the political 

climate at that time (civil rights) may have positively influenced a change in the negative 

depictions of Blacks. At the onset of this project I did not expect to see an improvement 

in the image of Blacks in film. My hypothesis was not supported in that the data shows 

that there have been some improvements in the way that Blacks are depicted, especially 

in relationship to the decrease in Black characters being depicted as uneducated or in 

speaking improper English. However, despite the improvements of the images in these 

films the category of deferential friend/sidekick depictions increased in the films	after the 

civil rights movement. It seems that film makers have replaced the historically negative 

Black caricatures	with the diminished friend role. In this way, the films reviewed 

continue to show a marginalized depiction of Blacks. Sidekicks are less important than 

the main character thus giving the impression to the viewing audience that the White 

person who occupies center stage is more valuable which upholds the racial hierarchy 

that is present in this country. Whites are at the top of the social stratification system in 

the United States and arguably all over the world.  While the negative characterizations 

decreased in the films that were viewed in this study the stereotypical and homogenous 

images of Blacks in these films likely give people of other races and cultures the 

impression that all Blacks are like they appear in movies. Which means that after the civil 
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rights movement society still has not moved away from the limited and one-dimensional 

characters that Blacks depict in film. Without a more balanced depiction of Black 

characters there will continue to be a one-sided uninformed view of who Blacks really 

are.  Because there is vast array of depictions of Whites in film from moral and immoral, 

intelligent and unintelligent, professional and unprofessional, criminal and lawful to 

name a few, Whites are seen in a more realistic and balanced way. If the film industry 

would follow this example of all racial groups being cast in a variety of roles the masses 

of people seeing these films would get a broader view of who each ethnic group truly are.  

Each film had troubling themes and messages that subtly illustrate the racial 

hierarchy of Whites to the viewing audience. 

Film 1. Birth of a Nation (1915)  

 In this film the Whites were portrayed as honest hard-working people who fought 

for what they believed in. The Blacks who were politicians are depicted as lazy, ignorant, 

and irresponsible and who ate food, talked, and drank liquor while on the senate floor.  

Blacks were also portrayed as rapists of White woman. In other scenes, Blacks who were 

former slaves and sharecroppers were depicted as	jolly, dancing and smiling while 

working and living in deplorable conditions.  

Film 2. The Jazz Singer (1927)   

 A White Jewish man became estranged from his orthodox Jewish family who 

wanted him to follow the family tradition and become a Cantor. He wanted to sing and 

perform jazz live on stage. His father did not approve of this career and the young man 

runs away from home and pursues jazz. When performing he wears Blackface similar to 

performers in the minstrel shows of the early 20th century. There is no connection to a 
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Black person in this film. There is no mention of a Black person. This film communicates 

to the audience that it is perfectly normal for this White man to wear Blackface while 

performing. At the end of the film he sings a heartfelt song called “My Mammy” to his 

mother which evokes tears from his mother. The undertones and obvious connection to 

the Black Mammy of the southern plantation of slavery is undeniable and uncomfortable 

because White children on the plantation called the slave nanny who nursed and cared for 

them Mammy. Black children did not refer to their Black mother as Mammy. This jazz 

singer used the fact that he wore Blackface to sing a song to his real mother and yet he 

called her Mammy. This felt like a loving gesture between the two yet seems to condone 

the immoral institution of American slavery where this kind of relationship originated. 

Film 3. Gone with the Wind (1939) 

 Set in the south during the civil war, the film centered on one family and its 

struggles during this time. They lived on a plantation and had slaves. Their slaves were 

jolly and loving and seemed happy. The slaves took good care of their owners (masters) 

seemingly without any thought to their life conditions and what their own personal needs 

or wants may have been. There was never any aspect of the film which focused on the 

slaves and how they felt or what they experienced while living in those abhorrent 

conditions. Giving the audience the impression that the slaves were happy and genuinely 

enjoyed serving their White owners. 

Film 4. Song of the South (1946) 

 This film is set just after the civil war during the reconstruction era and it takes 

place on a southern plantation. There are freed slaves and Uncle Remus is a former slave 

who still lives on the plantation. He is jolly and sings and tells stories to the young White 
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children and the young slaves. He is loved by all. He and the Mammy on the plantation 

are there only to serve the Whites. The story is never told from the perspective of the 

Blacks and the audience does not have any reason to believe that they have an existence 

which does not involve serving the Whites in the film. There is no indication of the 

Blacks having families, hobbies, or even an interest in moving on from the plantation and 

pursuing a life outside of serving the Whites. 

Film 5. The Ten Commandments (1956) 

This film was set in Egypt. There were only two Black Africans in the entire film 

and they were only on camera less than 3 minutes in a film which lasted 220 minutes.  

The two Blacks in the film portray king and princess of Ethiopia. The fact that every 

person cast in the film was White of European	descent in a film set in Africa is very 

concerning. The Blacks have very few lines. They are basically there to meet the 

Egyptian king and to pledge their support to him by bringing him ships filled with gold to 

show him their loyalty to his kingdom. There was never any depiction of the Ethiopian 

country or kingdom, who they were or why they were supporting the Egyptian king.  All 

of this made the king of Ethiopia seem docile and weak next to the both White prince and 

king of Egypt. 

Film 6. Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner (1967) 

This film was set in San Francisco in the home of a wealthy White owner of a 

newspaper and his White socialite wife who owns an art gallery. The couple’s daughter 

arrives home unexpectedly early from a trip in which she becomes engaged to a 

successful Black doctor who works for the World Health Organization. The film revolves 

around the shock and discomfort that the White parents feel about their daughter 
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marrying a Black man. The Black maid who is also the Mammy who has helped to raise 

the young woman is vehemently opposed to the interracial union. She is distrustful of the 

doctor and feels that he is attempting to deceive and hustle her White employers out of 

something.  The maid confronts the doctor and tells him that he should stay in his place.  

This film does make an effort to show Blacks from different classes and backgrounds 

with middle class values which is a more balanced view. All Black people are not alike.  

However, the worry and fear that is felt by the White parents takes center stage. The 

doctor’s parents enter the film later and they come to the home of the Whites which 

reinforces the hierarchical culture of Whites being at the top and implies that the Black 

doctor is asking for the acceptance of these wealthy powerful White people even though 

he is very successful and respected himself. 

Film 7. The Sting (1973) 

This film was set in Illinois in the 1930’s. The film is about con men who set up 

sting operations where they get large sums of money from mob type figures who run 

illegal underground gambling houses. The Black con man is an older man who is 

partnered with a young White con man. Their friendship seems like a father and son 

bond.  Both the Black con man and his wife are con artists. It seemed very negative and 

against stereotype to depict a Black woman as a criminal. The Black con man declares 

that he wants to retire and invest in a legal business but he is killed by the people that he 

and his White partner had conned. The con men do not kill the young White partner of 

the Black man. He was allowed to live and given the opportunity to pay off his debt.  

This illustrates how insignificant the Black man’s life was. 
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Film 8. Beverly Hills Cop 1984 

 This film was set in Beverly Hills, California and it depicts a young Black police 

detective who is intelligent, well-spoken and the hero in this film. He is seen a person 

who breaks the rules but who is ultimately successful at solving the crime. This character 

drops everything and leaves town risking both his career and his life to solve the murder 

of his felonious White friend. The Black character though positive is one-dimensional 

and ultimately sacrifices his professional standing to help a friend. There is no depiction 

of the Black man’s family.  No presentation of his personal life and no real explanation of 

why he would sacrifice his life and career for his friend. 

Film 9. Forrest Gump 1994 

 This film spanned over the course of 35 years. It illustrates the life experiences of 

the main character. The main character is White and he is intellectually disabled (I.D.)  

He develops a friendship with a Black man who is also I.D. and they are soldiers during 

the Vietnam war in the Army. The Black man is determined to own a business in the 

shrimp industry and he outlines how it is to be done to his White counterpart. The Black 

man is killed during the war and the White character is able to start the shrimp business 

and becomes wealthy in the process. This is a victory for the Black man’s family who get 

a part of the earnings and who become wealthy also. However, the Black man was killed 

in the war and the White man was injured but did not die. The White man was depicted 

as fortuitous in that everything that he endeavored to do he was exceptionally successful 

at. Conversely, the Black man had a detailed plan for his life which he never got to 

achieve.  There was no happy ending for him. He was ultimately depicted as unlucky. 

What if the film makers had chosen to depict the Black man as having no I.D who was 
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still able to befriend the main character in the film? This would have changed the 

dynamic of the power balance between the two. The Black man would have been 

intellectually superior and seemingly more masculine than his White counterpart (who 

was boyish and sweet) which goes against the stereotype most often depicted in film of 

Black men when they are paired with White men in film. 

Film 10. Transformers Revenge of the Fallen 2009 

 This film is about alien robots who want to take over the earth. The United States 

Airforce battle the robots. It stars a Black male character who is Chief Master Sergeant 

who is under the command of his White counterpart who is a Major in the film. It would 

have been against stereotype to have the Black character depict the Major in the film as 

opposed to the Chief Master Sergeant who reports to the Major. 

Film 11. The Hunger Games: Catching Fire 2013 

 This film is about a future society of people who are oppressed and impoverished 

who must play a game of life and death to be given privileges, food, and certain luxuries 

to improve their quality of life. There are two Black characters. One is the stylist of the 

female protagonist of the film. He is highly talented and very supportive of the female 

main character. He sacrifices his life to support the female protagonist in the film and is 

beaten and murdered for this by those in political power. The other Black male character 

is adept at electronics and helps the protagonist survive during the hunger games. He is 

not sacrificial in his support of the protagonist. He is interested in surviving the games 

and elevating his social status. He is depicted as an intelligent well-spoken strategist who 

is an asset to their society. This goes against stereotype for Black men in film. 
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This research revealed that after the civil rights movement mainstream Hollywood 

films still reflect that Whites are still at the top of the racial hierarchy. The images, 

themes and messages make clear that Blacks are not equal to Whites. In almost all of the 

films reviewed in this study, Whites held positions of power and the Blacks reported to 

them and were there to accommodate them in some way. In most all the films, the story is 

told from the White perspective with hardly any focus on how the Blacks felt or what 

they wanted for themselves. The psychological effects of these film images on all racial 

groups is very damaging. It deludes the masses into believing that Whites are superior 

and illustrates time and time again that the feelings, needs, and wants of Black people are 

insignificant. 

Limitations 

 A limitation of this study was time and therefore the inability to examine a wider 

range to films that included stars or co-stars who were African American. If there had 

been more time, I would have chosen to view each of the films in the top 40 most 

commercially successful films in the decade which starred or co-starred an African 

American. This would have broadened the spectrum of all of characterizations in more of 

the successful films of each decade and might have provided strength to the findings from 

the 11 movies used in this analysis. 
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VI. Conclusion 

This study found that the film media has improved the types of characterizations shown 

in the films in this study. However, the findings show that related to African American 

persons, films continue to perpetuate negative stereotypical images, themes and 

messages. Films continues to marginalize Blacks and elevate Whites and may be partially 

to blame for the discrimination that Blacks continue to receive. It is imperative that the 

film industry be held accountable for the images they continue to depict in film. This 

researcher’s suggestion is that there be social workers and other culturally sensitive 

professionals on staff to determine that the images are more balanced, accurate, and 

equitable before production is begun. Future studies should include the television media 

platform and research of independent films to determine if the depiction of images, 

messages and themes of Blacks are equitable. 

 The recently released film Black Panther (2018) did not meet the criteria for 

inclusion in this study. It was of the fantasy genre. However, because of its positive 

portrayal of Black characters, as well as positive themes and messages, the film requires 

mentioning. This movie is currently the second highest grossing film of this decade.  It 

has broken many box office records. Almost all of the cast in this film are Black.  The 

film shows the values and perspective of the Black characters. It shows an African 

country that is the most advanced in the world. It shows a powerful, strong, and respected 

king. It also portrays its women as strong, intelligent, beautiful and feminine in a way that 

is uniquely African. African Americans are saying that this film is “correcting the 

negative images of Blacks in the media. Black Panther shows a positive group identity 
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and it uplifts their identity as Black people, increases self-esteem and “positively impacts 

mental health and well-being.” (American Psychiatric Association, 2018) 



 24	

References 
 
Alexander, M. (2011). The New Jim Crow. New York: The New Press. 

Bill, T., Phillips, M. (Producer), & Hill, G. (Director). (1973). The Sting [Motion 

 Picture]. United States: Universal Pictures. 

Bounds-Littlefield, M. (2008, Vol 51 No. 5). The Media as a System of Racialization: 

 Exploring Images of African American and the New Racism. 675-685. 

Bruckheimer, J., Simpson, D. (Producer), & Brest, M. (Director). (1984). Beverly Hills 

 Cop [Motion Picture]. United States: Paramount Pictures. 

DeGruy, J. (2005). Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome. Portland: Joy DeGruy Publications. 

Demille, C.B. (Producer), & Demille, C.B. (Director). (1956). The Ten Commandments 

 [Motion Picture]. United States: Paramount Pictures. 

Di Bonaventura, L. Bryce, I., DeSanto, T., Murphy, D. (Producer) & Bay, M. (Director).  

 (2009). Transformers Revenge of the Fallen [Motion Picture]. United States:  

 DreamWorks Pictures, Paramount Pictures. 

Dirks, T. (n.d.). The Greatest Films. Retrieved from AMC Filmsite: 

 http://www.filmsite.org 

Disney, W. (Producer), & Foster, H. J. (Director). (1946). Song of the South [Motion 

 Picture]. United States: Walt Disney Productions 

Donaldson, L. (2015, August 12). When the Media Misrepresents Black Men the Affects 

 are Felt in the Real World. Retrieved from theguardian.com: 

 https://www.theguardian.com 

Entman, R., & Rojecki, A. (2001). The Black Image in the White Mind. Chicago: The 

 University of Chicago Press. 



 25	

 

Finerman, W., Tisch, S. Starkey, S. (Producer), & Zemeckis, R. (Director). (1994). 

 Forrest Gump [Motion Picture]. United States: Paramount Pictures. 

Frush-Holt, L. (2013). Writing the Wrong: Can Counter-Stereotypes Offset Negative 

 Media Messages about African Americans. 90 (1) 108-125. 

Fujioka, Y. (1999, Spring). Television Portrayals and African American Stereotypes: 

 Examination of Television Effects when Direct Contact is Lacking. Journalism & 

 Mass Communication Quarterly, pp. Vo1.76, No.l 52-75. 

Griffith, D.W., Aitken, H. (Producer), & Griffith, D.W. (Director). (1915). Birth of a 

 Nation [Motion Picture]. United States: Epoch Producing Co. 

History.com. (2018). Retrieved from Civil Rights Act: http://www.history.com 

King, M. L. (1986). I Have A Dream. New York: HarperCollins. 

Kramer, S. (Producer), & Kramer, S. (Director). (1967). Guess Who's Coming to Dinner 

 [Motion Picture]. United States: Columbia Pictures. 

Jacobson, N., Kilik, J. (Producer), & Lawrence, F. (Director). (2013). The Hunger Games 

 Catching Fire [Motion Picture]. United States: Lionsgate Films. 

Naacp.org. (n.d.). Retrieved from Crime Justice Fact Sheet: http://www.naacp.org  

 /criminal-justice-fact-sheet/ 

Psychiatry.org (2018). Retrieved from American Psychiatric Association:                                                            

              http://www.psychiatry.org/news-room/apa-blogs 

Selznick, D.O. (Producer) & Fleming, V. (Director). (1939). Gone with the Wind 

 [Motion Picture]. United States: Loews Inc. 



 26	

Sonnett, J., Johnson, K. A., & Dolan, M. K. (2015, June). Priming Implicit Racism in 

 Television News: Visual and Verbal Limitations on Diversity. Eastern 

 Sociological Society, p. Vol. 30 No. 2. 

States, U. (2009). Constitution. Washington, D.C. : U.S. GPO: For Sale by the Supt. of 

 .Docs., U.S. G.P.O. 

Stephens, M. (n.d.). History of Television. Retrieved from https://www.nyu.edu 

Zanuck, D.F., (Producer), & Crosland, A. (. (Director). (1927). A Jazz Singer [Motion 

 Picture]. United States: Warner Bros Pictures. 

Zhang, A. (2002). The Origins of the African-American Civil Rights Movement. New 

 York: Taylor and Francis. 

   

 
  



 27	

Appendix A:  African-American Characterizations (1915-2013) 
American 

Civil 
Rights 
1954-
1968 

Film Names 
and Dates 

Number of 
African-

American 
Characters 

per Film 

Untrustworthy Black 
Caricatures 

Socio-
Economic 

Status/Worth- 
Value 

Tropes 

Before Birth of a 
Nation 
(1915) 

2 (1) Angry 
(1) Violent 

(2) Criminal 
(1) Anti-social 

personality 

(1)Blackface (2) Proper 
spoken English 

(1) Educated 

(2) Explicit 
sexuality 

Before The Jazz 
Singer 
(1927) 

1 0 (1)Blackface (1) Proper 
spoken English 
(1) Educated/ 

skilled 

None Present 

Before Gone with 
the Wind 

(1939) 

4 0 (1) Mammy 
(4) Servile 
(1) Bossy- 

Black 
woman 

(1) Dim-
witted/obtuse 

(4) Improper 
spoken English 
(4) Uneducated/ 

unskilled 

(1) Deferential 
friend/sidekick 

Before Song of the 
South (1946) 

3 0 (1) Mammy  
(3) Servile  
(1) Bossy- 

Black 
woman 

(3) Improper 
spoken English 
(3) Uneducated/ 

Unskilled 

None Present 

During The Ten 
Command-

ments (1956) 

2 0 0 (2) Proper 
spoken English 

(2) 
Educated/skilled 

None Present 

During Guess Who’s 
Coming to 

Dinner 
(1967) 

4 (1) Angry (1) Mammy  
(1) Servile     
(1) Bossy- 

Black      
woman 

(3) Proper 
spoken English 

(1) Improper 
spoken English 

(3) 
Educated/skilled 
(1) Uneducated/ 

unskilled 

(2) Deferential 
friend/sidekick 

After The Sting 
(1973) 

3 (1) Criminal (1) 
Blackface 

(3) Improper 
spoken English 
(3) Uneducated/ 

unskilled 

(2) Deferential 
friend/sidekick 

After Beverly Hills 
Cop (1984) 

3 0 (1) 
Blackface 

(2) Proper 
spoken English 
(2) Educated/ 

skilled 

None Present 

After Forrest 
Gump 
(1994) 

2 0 (1) Mammy 
(4) Servile 
(1) Bossy- 

Black  
woman 

(1) Dim-
witted/obtuse 

(1) Proper 
spoken English 
(1) Educated/ 

skilled 

(1) Deferential 
friend/sidekick 
(1) Servile 
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After Transformers 
Revenge of 
the Fallen 

(2009) 

1 0 0 (1) Proper 
spoken English 
(1) Educated/ 

skilled 

(1) Deferential  
friend/sidekick 

After The Hunger 
Games: 

Catching 
Fire (2013) 

2 0 0 (2) Proper 
spoken English 
(2) Educated/ 

skilled 

(1) Deferential 
friend/sidekick 


