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Male-Directed New Black
Independent Cinema

The production history and critical reception of Which Way Is Up?,
Giant Step, Raisin, Sweetback, and Do the Right Thing describes the
problems that befall studio-distributed black-oriented films. Though
many white-oriented films encounter studio restrictions, black film proj-
ects normally receive extremely low production budgets, narrow race-
specific marketing strategies, and limited access to first-run movie
theaters.! Regardless of these artistic and financial limitations, many
blacks will seize any opportunity to work for a major motion picture
studio because studio films receive company sponsored distribution and
marketing as well as a guaranteed production budget. Blacks involved
with major film studios also receive automatic publicity, which increases
their sense of self-importance. Finally, a financially and critically success-
ful black filmmaker, such as Spike Lee or John Singleton, gains a dis-
cernible amount of control over future projects, crews, and production
budgets. Nevertheless, there are some black filmmakers who resist the
calls of fame and increased production budgets. These filmmakers rely
on financial sources such as grants from governmental agencies and
philanthropic organizations as well as distribution contracts with foreign
television stations such as Germany’s ZDF, France’s Antenne 2, and
Britain’s Channel Four.2

Chapter seven returns to the first chapter’s discussion of the cultural
history and production process of black independent filmmaking, but
focuses on more recent examples of male-directed films in which empow-
ered images of black women and men dominate the screen. These inde-
pendent films, unlike those made by the early black film companies of
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the 1920s and 1930s, dramatize the lived experiences of the black lower-
classes. I now return to the mid-1970s, a period when the black action
film was popular, to discuss how black filmmakers renewed the tradition
of black independent film production.

For the most part, the first wave of new black independent filmmak-

ers of the sixties and early seventies received its training as interns in
television studios and as students in university film school programs.
However, documentary filmmaker and producer William Greaves had
to leave the United States to acquire his film production skills. “It was
pretty clear to me back in 1952,” he states, “when I was trying to break
into the industry that there was a wall of racism and discrimination that I
could not possibly penetrate.” Greaves left the United States and found
work in Canada. Between 1952 and 1963, he worked as an assistant
director, sound engineer, film editor, photographer, and scenarist. The
National Film Board of Canada gave William Greaves a well-rounded
education in film production. By 1963, he had worked on nearly eighty
Canadian films, yet on his return to the United States, major television
and film studios still refused to offer him film production work.4 Fortu-
nately, his film production experience supplied him with the necessary
managerial skills and self-esteem to establish William Greaves Produc-
tions in 1964.5 Four years later, he accepted a job in public television and
helped other blacks to obtain film production jobs.

In 1968, National Education Television (NET) hired Greaves as ex-
ecutive producer of the black-oriented news program Black Journal.
NET initiated this program in response to the social activism of both the
civil rights movement and the sporadic urban uprisings. Black Journal
was “the first black national news program on American television”
produced and directed by African-Americans.6 It featured social docu-
mentary films that focused on issues such as segregated housing, discrimi-
natory hiring practices, and other problems that affect middle-class and
lower-class blacks. NET programs were aired on national public televi-
sion stations, hence, Black Journal was seen by a national audience. The
program influenced major commercial networks to schedule other
black-produced news magazine programs. Later in 1968, for example,
WABC-TV hired Charles Hobson, a veteran of Black Journal, to pro-
duce the program Like It Is. Hobson then hired a black staff to work on
the new show.”

The critical success of Black Journal is apparent in its 1969 nomina-
tion for an Emmy Award and its 1970 Emmy Award for “Outstanding
Achievement in Magazine-Type Programming.” This recognition gave
NET enough confidence to continue both the program and its produc-
tion internship for aspiring young black filmmakers and news reporters.

While producing Black Journal, Greaves won awards for individual
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documentaries that were segments of the series. These l?lack Journal—
sponsored documentaries include Stll a Brother: .Inszde the Negro
Middle-Class (PBS, 1968), a semidocumentary that .dlscusses the grow-
ing schism between blacks of different socioeconomic leve'ls, and In the
Company of Men (1969), which documents labqr conflicts. In.1970,
Greaves left NET to direct, write, and produce social do§umentar1es for
private companies, governmental agencies, and the Public Broadcasting
Sys(tf‘rerI:z;ves’s commitment to the development of black filmmakers was
apparent from the numerous opportunities h-e offered to black ﬁlrpmak—
ers that major film studios had refused to hire. Under the experlem?ed
guidance of Greaves, NET’s Black Journal gave such.blacks as Madeline
Anderson, Stan Lathan, Tony Batten, and St. C'lalr Bourne some of
their first professional opportunities.® Bourne directed Black .Dance
(1970), Batten directed Focus: South Africa (1969), Lathan directed
Black Athletes (1969), and Anderson directed Malcolm X (1969). In
1970, Anderson, after leaving Black Journal, produced, directed, anfl
edited I Am Somebody, a documentary about four hundred f.emale hospi-
tal workers who struggle with racial and economic oppression. In 1971.,
NET’s Children’s Television Workshop hired Anderson to .produce, di-
rect, and edit such programs as Sesame Street and Electric .Compan)_).
Bourne, formerly an associate producer at Black Journal, g_amed addi-
tional recognition outside the show and produced over thirty produc-
tions. His Let the Church Say Amen (1971), a powerful documentary on
the black church, has already become a classic in film courses across the
CO‘;;‘;Z-use of NET’s sponsorship, Black Journal’s critical acclaim, and
the enlightened guidance of Greaves, black docume.ntary filmmakers
and their films became an important part of the Amerfc_an documentary
tradition. Needless to say, however, these opportunities would never
have materialized without pressure and inspiration fr01}1 _bla}ck political
activists in the form of urban uprisings and organized c1v11.r1ghts lobby-
ing.? Finally, since governmental agencies wanted to ameho.rate the so-
cioeconomic causes of urban uprisings and educate the An.lerlcan public,
they preferred to finance and distribute social documentaries rather than
experimental and fiction films. . _ .
During the late seventies, university film prf)ductl.on programs of-
fered black students opportunities to gain experience in fiction and ex-
perimental film production, and many black ind.epe.nde_nt filmmakers
received technical training in white educational institutions. Los An-
geles, as might be expected, seemed to attract the larg.est_ group of blac}(
filmmakers who, because of personal choice or studlo-lr.nposeq condi-
tions, remained outside the production doors of the neighboring film
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studios. For example, Haile Gerima, Charles Burnett, Larry Clark, Ben
Caldwell, Billy Woodberry, Alile Sharon Larkin, Julie Dash, Melvonna
Ballenger, Carroll Blue, and Barbara McCullough are all MFA gradu-
ates from the University of California at Los Angeles and the University
of Southern California. This generation of university-trained filmmak-
ers, with the exception of Burnett, has remained independent of the
major studios. Of this group, the first to produce black independent
feature films were Gerima, an Ethiopian, and Burnett and Clark,
African-Americans. Gerima’s Bush Mama (1975), Burnett’s Killer of
Sheep (1977), and Clark’s Passing Through (1977) typify the new black
i(r;dependent feature-length films made by black filmmakers on the West
oast.

Although Gerima, born in Ethiopia, did not come to the United
States until 1967, he does not consider himself different from black
American filmmakers. He says, “Even if I were to return to Africa, I
would always protect my direct links with black America. It has given
me the courage to discover myself. . . . At first, I considered myself
Ethiopian rather than connected to black America. Black America
helped to humanize me.”1° Gerima’s Bush Mama, according to Bourne,
epitomizes the nonlinear black independent narrative film from the
West Coast.!! Bush Mama tells the story of the awakening consciousness
of Dorothy, a welfare mother whose husband is imprisoned for a crime
he did not commit. Dorothy must raise her daughter in Watts, a Los
Angeles inner-city neighborhood. On her return home, Dorothy discov-
ers a white policeman attempting to rape her daughter. Like Sweet-
back’s assault on two officers to protect Moo Moo, she protects her next
generation and kills the rapist. Dorothy’s violence is self-protective and
leads to her psychological liberation.

Although Bush Mama typifies the black independent family film in
several ways, it is also different from studio-distributed black action and
black family films. Studio-distributed black action films portray interra-
cial violence between black and white men. In contrast, Dorothy’s vio-
lence protects her daughter from a sexual assault. Whereas black action
films traditionally portray the empowerment of a black male hero such
as Sweetback or Shaft, Dorothy’s violence empowers the mother-
daughter relationship. Dorothy’s violent actions do not permit her to
escape her socioeconomic conditions. In contrast, Sweetback’s, Shaft’s,
and Superfly’s violence is a vehicle of liberation. Dorothy must develop
a consciousness that shields her family from further physical and so-
ciopsychical destruction.? Violent spectacles are not the central focus of
Bush Mama—violence here merely shows that Dorothy will no longer
passively endure psychological and physical abuse directed at her and
her family. Dorothy becomes an agent rather than an object.

Male-Directed New Black Independent Cinema 129

Even though such black family films as A Raisin in the Sun (Colum-
bia, 1961), The Learning Tree (Warner, 1969), Sounder (Twentieth
Century-Fox, 1972), Claudine (Twentieth Century—Fox, 1974), and The
River Niger (Columbia, 1976) portray injustices, they either avoid or
make ludicrous the development of the hero(ine)’s political conscious-
ness. Unlike some black family films produced by major studios, Bush
Mama shows violence and sexuality as acts that protect and sustain the
African-American family. Therefore, the film establishes Dorothy’s ma-
ternal aspects without denying her sensuality. Gerima also avoids some
of the stereotypes rife in American popular culture; Dorothy is neither a
sexless mammy, an oversexed exotic primitive, nor a passively long-
suffering black woman. Her husband is neither a sexless coon, an ebony
saint, nor an oversexed and demanding tyrant.

Pre-1968 independent black-oriented films portray black hero(ine)s
who nobly endure socioeconomic hardships and sociopsychic abuses. In
contrast, Bush Mama suggests that protagonists who proudly endure
dehumanizing situations are not to be idolized. Consequently, Bush
Mama resists conventional closures that would reunite Dorothy’s family
or would permit her to escape her socioeconomic conditions. The film
expresses the sentiment that permanent changes in the social system
cannot take place within a fictional narrative. Yes, Dorothy retaliates
against black-on-black crime, insensitive welfare workers, and police
brutality, but the film suggests that these are personal changes and not
socioeconomic or sociopsychic. Characteristic of his generation, Gerima
believes that the practice of black independent filmmaking must be
evident in the film’s narrative form as well as its ideological content.
Therefore, Bush Mama’s nonlinear narrative style, illustrated in the use
of collages and abrupt editing, is a self-conscious formal technique to
deter a classical Hollywood-like reception. Burnett, Clark, and Larkin
also use this technique for similar political purposes. Avant-garde and
experimental camera techniques also thwart the critical and spectatorial
relationships that classical narratives usually enjoy.? I, however, recom-
mend the use of a camera style that alternates between classical, avant-
garde, and experimental techniques, such as Spike Lee’s film style,
which both guards against alienating many members of the black audi-

ence and ensures crossover appeal.

In 1973, Gerima began the production of Bush Mama and by 1975 he
had received the finished print.!# Since the demise of the Los Angeles—
based Lincoln Motion Picture Company, this was the first time that a
black California-based filmmaker independently produced, directed, ed-
ited, and distributed an independent feature film. In 1977, Burnett and
Clark, also residents of Los Angeles, created and distributed their black
independent films, respectively, Killer of Sheep and Passing Through.
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Like Gerima, they used a nonlinear narrative style to describe the Los
Angeles inner-city neighborhood of Watts.

Killer of Sheep also resembles Bush Mama in its pessimistic tone and
its implication that no permanent changes have occurred or will occur in
the socioeconomic status of the protagonists. Despite these similarities,
there are important differences between Bush Mama’s portrayal of an
unemployed mother and her awakening consciousness and Killer of
Sheep’s portrayal of an employed father and his inability to achieve such
an awakening. The major problems of Stan, the protagonist of Killer of
Sheep, are different from those of Dorothy. Stan works in a slaughter-
house killing sheep. He remains faithful to his wife, despite an at-
tempted seduction by a white woman, but he loses his ability to show her
tenderness. Moreover, unlike the sensual Dorothy, Stan becomes so
overwhelmed by his job and the social environment that he becomes
bored with his wife.

Killer of Sheep also shows how sociopsychic circumstances create
tension in a black lower-class family. When Stan’s friends attempt to
persuade him to join them in crime, Stan’s wife chases them from the
house. Stan responds to neither their request nor her action. Instead, he
channels his frustrations into a critique of his son. Whereas Dorothy
develops insight into the socioeconomic system, Stan never understands
why the system has failed him. Killer of Sheep is quite different from
most studio-distributed black family films because the film is devoid of
the sort of optimistic ending seen in A Raisin in the Sun. Stan is a
frustrated and impatient hero. His family does not escape their working-
but-poor existence. A $10,000 check and a move to a better neighbor-
hood never comes. Instead, Burnett shows that serious problems disrupt
black family life even when black fathers are employed and are barely
able to financially support their families.

Clark’s action film Passing Through also depicts racially-based socio-
economic problems. Warmack, a jazz musician, wants to maintain the
independence of his black jazz band. Believing that blacks must stay
together as a community, Warmack refuses a contract offered by a
white music company. To weaken Warmack’s ensemble, the music com-
pany tries to implicate it in drug dealing and, later, authorizes the
murder of a black friend of the band. Warmack avenges the death by
killing the murderer; Warmack is then caught and imprisoned. After
Warmack is released from prison, the band conspires to kill the head of
the music company who had been controlling the drug trade in the
black neighborhood. The violence in Passing Through typifies the ac-
tion film genre. There are important ideological distinctions, however,
which separate this film from those action films distributed by major
studios. First, Warmack’s approach to violence differs from that identi-
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fied with Sweetback because Warmack’s actions are premeditated and
receive punishment—his jail sentence. Second, black action films like
Shaft feature heroes who lack ties to the black community. Passing
Through, however, shows how Warmack’s political consciousness devel-
ops as a consequence of his ties to the black community of musicians.
Adam, the hero of A Man Called Adam, never achieves Warmack’s
realization and dies a lonely and embittered man.

Generally, black independent filmmakers on the West Coast, such as
Gerima, Burnett, and Clark, prefer to create characters who live in
black inner-city communities and do not escape these communities.
Both Clark and Gerima dramatize the developing self-assertion of the
major protagonist, and Burnett presents characters who never achieve
this empowerment. All three filmmakers, like those who followed them,
create ordinary black characters whose sense of self is determined by
sociopsychic and socioeconomic forces.

Because most of these black independent filmmakers are funded by
art agencies, they can avoid the conventions that determine how a
studio-distributed black film dramatizes social problems and controver-
sial issues. For instance, meager production grants from both the Na-
tional Endowment for the Arts and the American Film Institute do not
permit the hiring of popular black stars who demand costly salaries. The
form and narrative content of black independent films may be experi-
mental, avant-garde, and highly political as long as they receive the
approval of the boards that oversee the administration of film and video
production grants. These production and stylistic freedoms permit black
independent filmmakers to experiment with audio, visual, and perfor-
mance methods that seem unrefined to audiences and film critics reared
on Hollywood films. Thus, the use of non-star talent, innovative aural
and visual narrative techniques, and abrupt editing (all of which are at
odds with the classical Hollywood narrative style) make black indepen-
dent films different in content and form from studio-distributed black
films.

On the East Coast, the late seventies also witnessed a wave of new
black independent fiction filmmakers. For the most part, these filmmak-
ers acquired their technical skills in university film programs like those
of their West Coast counterparts. For example, Warrington Hudlin
earned an MFA degree from Yale, Marco Williams from Harvard,
Ayoka Chenzira from New York University, Alonzo Crawford from Co-
lumbia, and Michelle Parkerson from Temple University. Two of these
East Coast filmmakers, Hudlin and Crawford, have produced three inde-
pendent feature films. Crawford’s Dirt, Ground, Earth and Land (1978)
imaginatively describes the effects of urban renewal on one black neigh-
borhood. Like Bush Mama and Passing Through, this film dramatizes
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the developing political consciousness of a black community that orga-
nizes against the real estate speculators. Hudlin’s Black at Yale (1974)
and Street Corner Stories (1977) are documentaries and, therefore, are
beyond the scope of this study as are several other black documentary
films made by St. Clair Bourne and Parkerson.s

‘When I began this study in 1982, there were few examples of black inde-
pendent filmmakers who also worked on studio productions. Now there is
a growing number of black independent filmmakers (such as Charles
Lane—Sidewalk Stories, Reginald Hudlin—House Party, Burnett—To
Sleep with Anger, and Lee—post-She’s Gotta Have It films) who have
made and continue to make studio-distributed black films. These black
filmmakers and their films usually have a double-edged relationship with
studios. This relationship creates a sort of dual consciousness in which
filmmakers attempt or pretend to entertain the tastes of the broadest
audience (read static phallocentrism) while acting under the influence of
what Richard Wright calls “a folklore molded out of the rigorous and
inhuman conditions of life” and moving toward a re-visioning of Wright’s
social notion of black folklore to include those marginalized because of
their gender and sexual orientation. Surely black folklore, like any other
folklore, has its phallocratic elements that resist the indeterminate nature
of reception. This indeterminate quality reminds one that studio-
distributed black films have to attract white and black audiences. There-
fore, this mixed purpose permits (or requires) some studio-distributed
black films such as A Raisin in the Sun to be saturated with potentially
subversive readings.

Conventional film narratives refuse certain forms of racial and gender
empowerment that threaten the expectations of a conventional audi-
ence. Hence, studio executives and black filmmakers and writers must
find a happy medium between disparaging blacks and entertaining the
larger white audience. One need only recall the Columbia executives
who refused Hansberry’s early screen drafts of Raisin. These films also
use conventional closures in which plots progress toward the reunion of
family, community, or nation. This formula demands a generic homoge-
nized morality in which malfeasance is punished. In contrast, black folk-
lore empowers black artists to include the rigorous and inhuman condi-
tions of black life. Studio-distributed black films may borrow from black
folklore elements and use inventive forms but they cannot deny conven-
tional morality and its narrative rules. Thus, studio-distributed black-
oriented narratives and womanist story lines are diametrically opposed
because a black-oriented womanist practice confronts and disrupts the
existing racist and phallocentric hierarchies that construct conventional
morality and its narratives. Many, but not all, of the black university-
trained filmmakers in the 1960s and 1970s express a black womanist
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ethic. A few of their younger black colleagues of the late 1970s and
1980s found studio distribution for their films that appropriated pan-
Africanist and womanist ideas; She’s Gotta Have It is but one example.
This newer generation of black films exhibits double-talk that reverses
the racial hierarchy, creates rupture and tension, and avoids any direct
critique of the system of hierarchical construction such as was seen in
Bush Mama, Passing Through, Killer of Sheep, and A Different Image.
The satiric hybrid minstrel form exemplifies this racial reversal.

Next, there are the advertising, distribution, and exhibition demands
that studios consider when attracting a crossover audience for black
films. Burnett’s To Sleep with Anger (Samuel Goldwyn, 1990) and
Singleton’s Boyz N the Hood (Columbia, 1991) received studio financ-
ing but were insufficiently advertised and had a limited distribution.
Both films experienced distribution problems that resulted in the box-
office failure of Burnett’s To Sleep and canceled screenings of Single-
ton’s Boyz. The failure of To Sleep and the success of Boyz exemplifies
how certain black films resist, by their hybrid design, particular forms
of commercial appropriation.

Burnett’s film portrays a black middle-class family in which sibling
rivalry and a demonic old friend threaten to destroy the family. The plot
develops with occasional narrative interruptions that disorient the audi-
ence. The use of black southern folklore and superstition seasons the
plot and differentiates the film from any previous studio-distributed
black middle-class family film. Unfortunately, the film’s failure at the
box-office is evidence of the disturbing truth that black avant-garde
techniques are not welcomed by and will not sustain the interest of the
mainstream black moviegoer. This dilemma forces studios to refuse cer-
tain types of black films. Independent black filmmakers must rethink
their options and decide whether the benefits of a studio are worth the
corresponding artistic limitations.

Singleton’s work is an instance of a film narrative that accidentally
disrupts the distribution and consumption of a black action film. Boyz
dramatizes the efforts of two black youths who want to attend college
and thereby escape their violence-prone existence in south central Los
Angeles. The black narrative is a conventional one that requires lower-
class blacks to escape the community rather than ameliorate the condi-
tions that spur such escapes into the mainstream. The screening of Boyz
created outbreaks of violence in several cities. These outbursts from an
audience of mostly black youths presented Columbia with the problem
of guaranteeing the safety of the audience as well as the property of
theater owners. Following the pattern of other controversial action films
that evoked black eruptions of urban violence, such as Mario Van Pee-
bles’s New Jack City (New Line Cinema, 1991), the news coverage of the
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From Boyz N the Hood. Courtesy of the Museum of Modern Art Film Stills
Archive.

gang-related shootings increased the desire of inner-city youths to see
Boyz while the reports of violence deterred both theaters and their
middle-class audiences from participating in this cultural exchange. Con-
sequently, some exhibitors will limit the screening of certain black films,
and so, studios will allocate smaller budgets for future black-action
films. Low production budgets confine black films to an “underdevel-
oped” look that black directors can neither control nor aesthetically
defend. Each filmmaker must weigh the (dis)advantages and ask if this
form of production ensures them and their films a respectable longevity.
Film studios that market black products must establish lasting relation-
ships with the black press, church, and advertising agencies as well as
create new strategies to effectively market these films to nonblack audi-
ences as well as an ever-changing black audience.

Because black independent feature-length filmmakers have a style
that is different from that of studio-distributed films, film critics and
historians must not evaluate independent films on the basis of their
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From New Jack City. Courtesy of the Museum of Modern Art Film Stills Archive.

correspondence to, or deviation from, studio films. Instead, the critics
and historians must analyze the independent film in terms of the film-
maker’s efforts to create films that explore serious social issues and
present balanced images of black women, men, and the African-
American community. In developing such a cultural, ideological, socio-
economic analysis of black film, critics and historians must describe how,
by what means, and to what extent black independent filmmakers have
chosen to be responsive to the needs of the black community. For exam-
ple, one should ask why certain black independent filmmakers use rough
editing techniques in both the visual and audio narratives of their films
and what purpose it serves. Another question one should ask is how
black filmic images, which have been mainly created by white men
either to denigrate or to entertain black audiences, are now used by
blacks to educate their community. These questions can show how tradi-
tional film styles and conventional black stereotypes, which proliferate
in studio-distributed films, now compete for the approval of an interra-
cial audience.

In summation, chapters two through five discuss how ideological pro-
cesses have determined the representation of race and gender in particu-
lar studio-distributed black films. Underlining the determinist nature of
the narratives of studio-distributed black films, I also add that a film’s
uncertain reception permits subversive readings. I discuss the reception
of Sweetback as an example of the uncertainty that reigns in the black
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audience. But I argue for politicized readings that disrupt the master
discourses of racism and misogyny. I employ the terms minstrelsy, hybrid
minstrelsy, and satiric hybrid minstrelsy to describe how race and gender
are represented in comedy, family, action, and black comedy narratives.
In their imitation of sexist and racist imagery, films such as Cotton
Comes to Harlem, Hallelujah, and Shaft betray a colonial relationship to
the dominant narratives on race and gender. When films such as A Piece
of the Action, Raisin, and, to a lesser degree, Sweetback use popular
generic forms but resist sexist and/or racist imagery, they reveal a postco-
lonial relationship between the black artist and the studio system.

In chapter five, I describe the satiric hybrid minstrelsy narrative form
as a dualistic process in which an individual is racially or sexually objecti-
fied. Implicit in this description is a criticism of racial and sexual
binarisms that promote essentialism. This book celebrates black film-
making and the integration of black artists into the film industry. The
celebration of blackness is a worldly affirmation and resists practices
that create racial essentialism and homophobic and misogynist images.
Edward Said writes,

The whole effort to deconsecrate Eurocentrism cannot be interpreted,
least of all by those who participate in the enterprise, as an effort to
supplant Eurocentrism with, for instance, Afrocentric or Islamocentric
approaches. . . . It was always a matter of opening and participating in a
central strand of intellectual and cultural effort and of showing what had
always been denied and derogated.

In this book I applaud the work of black filmmakers, their use of inven-
tive camera techniques, and their blurring of film genres (the elements
of a black postmodern rather than postNegritude practice). In the same
breath, I acknowledge that these practices do not necessarily produce
narratives that resist misogynist and racist forms of subjectivity. The
work of black women filmmakers and a “womanist” ideological practice,
however, will help future filmmakers resist a raceless feminism and a
misogynist and overzealous pan-Africanism. We live in and against such
master narratives. This study has shown when, how, and why certain
black films imitate or resist dominant representations of race and gen-
der. It also describes the agential processes by which black films and
their audiences resist, appropriate, or assimilate racist and misogynist
ideas that surround and, at times, consume them.
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