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The Lasting Effects of Black Movies 

In their chapbook Black Movie, Danez Smith, a queer, non-binary, African American 

poet, and author, writes poems about how black people are portrayed in media. Smith critiques 

the violence and lack of queer perspective in Hollywood movies, as well as calling out white 

people for their lack of response and urgency to the murder of innocent black people. Because 

the Hollywood film industry is dominated by straight, white men who lack diverse perspectives, 

the portrayal of black people and black stories are controlled by people who do not understand 

these experiences and contribute to trends that depicts black life in usually violent and traumatic 

ways. These continued trends in negative portrayals reinforce negative stereotypes for black 

people, depict black trauma as natural and inevitable, and have damaging effects on how black 

people are seen by non-black people, but also on how black people see themselves. While a new 

wave of films has come out depicting black people in a more joyful way and shows black lives 

without having racism as an underlying theme, many black films that are critically acclaimed 

carry the same harmful trends. Modern film normalizes and romanticizes the violent suffering of 

black people, which causes black and non-black people to believe that the black experience is 

normally violent and full of suffering. This in turn makes the more serious and violent films 

more popular among the population and distorts the reality on what is realistic in black life and 

controls how black people can be portrayed in film. 

Danez Smith is an award-winning queer, black poet, and writer. Some of their 

accomplishments include being the winner of the Forward Prize for Best Collection, the Midwest 

Booksellers Choice Award, and being included Forbes 30 Under 30. (Bio) Smith has written the 

works Homie, Don’t Call Us Dead, [insert] boy, and Black Movie. Black Movie is a chapbook 

including critiques about Hollywood movies, black experiences, and commentaries on white 
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attitudes towards black people. Smith’s poems in Black Movie represent the multiple parts of 

their identity. For example, Smith connects their identity as a queer person to their specific 

experience as a black person. This is expressed in poems like “Notes for a Film on Black Joy”, 

where the speaker narrates the experience of a black and queer person who is experiencing life 

with the intersection of their specific experiences. This poem references a person assigned male 

at birth having attraction and sexual experiences with men while at the same time taking part in 

black culture like eating chitterlings and wearing airbrushed clothing. Smith’s experience with 

the intersectionality of being a black and queer person influenced Black Movie, and it ultimately 

gives the critiques in the chapbook more credibility. This is due to Smith being able to personally 

site that the film industry lacks diversity and the perspective of not only black and queer people, 

but also those who fit in with both identities to provide films about those experiences with 

positive impacts. 

One of Smith’s main critique on Hollywood films is the over-depiction of violence 

against black bodies in media, which normalizes violence in black life. In the poem “Boyz in the 

Hood 2”, the speaker sets up the scene where a child dies in a house fire started by the candles on 

his birthday cake and specifies that there are multiple birthday parties (Black Movie 9). This 

represents a continuous cycle of a young life being taken in a horrific way. The child ultimately 

could not enjoy his birthday without losing his life in the fire, which was caused by his own 

existence. Had he not had a birthday to celebrate, there would not have been any candles on a 

cake to start the fire. This connects to the movie Boyz in the Hood where the lives four young, 

black men are depicted. Their lives are filled with navigating the ghetto, where there are gangs, 

drugs, death, and violence. Ultimately, only one out of the four boys is not physically affected by 

gang violence, while two of them die and the third is paralyzed from a gunshot wound 
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(Singleton). Overall, these boys are all products of the environment around them, where because 

they are exposed to such violence at a young age, they believe that it is the only way to survive. 

And, because this lifestyle unsustainable for the long term, it tends to end with early death or a 

life full of imprisonment.  

Smith critiques this depiction because many accredited films show violence in the black 

experience as if it is a normal thing. There is not one point of the film that can be celebrated 

because repeatedly, the lives of the boys get worse. While at the end, the main protagonist goes 

to college with his girlfriend, this cannot fully be celebrated as the friends that he grew up with 

are mostly dead and has had their potential clipped and taken away. In “Boyz in the Hood 2”, the 

narrator states, “The movie gets old. The boy never will” (Black Movie 9). This is significant 

because the death of children and young people force the question, “what could they have been?” 

due to the loss of people who had just started their lives. At the end of the film, all of the boys 

were around the age of 17, where they would just become legal adults. Along with using the 

phrase “the movie gets old”, Smith shows that violence becomes a regular and normal motif in 

black movies.   

This in turn reflects in people’s perception on the black experience. Celeste A. Fisher, 

who holds a Ph.D. in Culture and Communication from New York University, wrote the book 

Black on Black: Urban Youth Films and the Multicultural Audience where she had participants 

watch movies and held group conversations with them afterwards. In the interviews, participants 

claimed that in comparison to Menace II Society and Boyz in the Hood, Juice is less realistic 

because the violence in the former films are connected to problems in larger society: racism (79). 

This reflects that after seeing these blockbuster movies, people begin to associate violence with 

being a part of the black experience in the same way that racism is. In Juice, the violence 



 Hoyte 4 

performed by one of the characters is not given specific reasoning like in the other two films, 

where racism is blamed. Instead, he performs the violence for other reasons that can be attributed 

to human nature in the sense that humans can commit violence with or without logical reasoning. 

However, the participants in the study instead sees this as a lack of realism in the film, and 

therefore it was not good filmmaking (Celeste,80). They, and most likely the general population 

that consumes these films, associate “hood life” with being a staple in the black experience, and 

that the atrocious and traumatic aspects of this specific experience is normal for black people. It 

lessens the view that stories unlike these are real and lessens the acceptance of such stories on 

the big screen. By normalizing violence and the death of black people, it gives people the idea 

that black life is filled with death, violence, and inescapable heartache, and that there are little to 

no positives or purpose to black life if it will be cut short.  

Another critique Smith gives on the film industry is the lack of perspective on the queer, 

black experience. For instance, in one of their poems, Smith references the Disney movie 

Sleeping Beauty, where a princess pricks her finger on a spindle and is cursed to sleep until she 

receives a true loves kiss. In their poem, Sleeping Beauty in the Hood, Sleeping Beauty is 

replaced with Jamal, which is usually a boy’s name, and all of the princes line up to kiss Jamal’s 

lips. However, Jamal does not wake up, and the story does not have a happy ending. Other parts 

of the poem include where the narrator explains, “Let’s make her everyone’s brother or play 

cousin” (Black Movie, 8). This line is important because it personalizes Jamal’s identity for the 

audience. It explains that Jamal’s identity as a queer person is not random or rare, but that Jamal, 

and others like Jamal, were always a part of the community and are much closer than people may 

care to admit. By making Jamal a family member, Smith helps the audience understand that the 

presence of queer people in the black community is not far removed. Another important part of 
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the statement is where Smith describes Jamal as “her”. Throughout the poem, Smith feminizes 

Jamal by using the pronouns her to describe Jamal, describing Jamal’s lips as wax-dipped to 

show that Jamal’s wearing makeup, and overall continuing to call Jamal “Sleeping Beauty”. This 

gives Jamal a possible transgender or at least gender non-conforming identity. The presence of a 

queer black identity is important, however, because queer black people have many struggles as 

people of color and queer people. Like mainstream society, the black community has rampant 

homophobia, and queer black people, especially trans black women, face the most violence. In 

2019, the Human Right Campaign reported that of all the transgender and gender non-

conforming people murdered, 91% of them were black women (“A National Epidemic”). 

Because of this hatred and violence, Smith critiques how the black community treats its 

queer members, but also gives insight that this story and others like it are not shown in 

Hollywood. There is a complete lack of Hollywood films that talk about the queer, black 

experience if it is not a punchline, which Smith also mentions in the poem Lion King in the 

Hood. For example, Michaela D. E. Meyer points out the erasure of the lesbian identity in a 

character in Black Panther and how this is a common practice in the film industry. She says, “the 

film ultimately mimics exclusionary cultural practices that marginalize queer identities, echoing 

the violation of human rights and real, lived experiences of Black LGBTQ populations” (Meyer). 

One of the only accredited films that shows the black, queer identity is Moonlight, which won 

Best Picture in 2018. And while it was well deserved and brought a new narrative on queer life 

into the mainstream, Moonlight also had common themes of violence. Even transgender 

characters have a huge lack of representation, where in the top 100 films of 2017, no characters 

were trans (Salam). While it was important to show the struggles of not only black queer people, 

but queer people in general, it also follows along with trends in Hollywood film where queer 
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lives are cut short with death and tragedy. Ultimately, the lack of these films and stories are 

harmful because they hide the queer experience in black culture and don’t show people that these 

lives exist. This is along with adding violence and death as a staple of the queer experience itself. 

Though they have many critiques, Smith offers an example of how they wished 

Hollywood movies and black media portrayed black life and joy instead of black death and 

violence. This is done through the poem “Dinosaurs in the Hood”. The poem starts out by 

claiming that the movie would be a mix of Jurassic Park, which is an absurd movie about the 

revitalization of dinosaurs in the modern era, Friday, which is a classic black comedy about a 

less violent and realist portrayal of “hood” life, and The Pursuit of Happyness, which is a movie 

about an emotional life journey to success. All of each are blockbusters and mainstream movies, 

and many consider them to be classics. Each movie is vastly different in their stories and 

portrayals, and the combination of the three would have an imaginative setting with an emotional 

coming of age theme with a humanizing portrayal of black life in the hood. From there, Smith 

sets the scene of a little black boy playing with a toy dinosaur on a bus (Black Movie, 55). He 

makes it clear that director Quinten Tarantino should not direct the film because he would have 

the boy playing with a gun. This would effectively take away from the innocence of a boy by 

placing a life ending weapon in his hand at a young age as if it were a regular toy. Tarantino also 

has a history of making violent movies like Kill Bill: Volume 1 and Django Unchained, and he 

tends to use characters of color and their usually traumatic life stories in order to use them as 

violent beings. Smith does the same when mentioning the Wayans brothers, who are well 

respected artists in Black media with films like White Chicks and the Scary Movie franchise. 

Smith explains that he does not want the film filled with stereotypes about other races in the film. 

This is also a trend in comedies where a specific race of people cannot exist without putting 
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down other races. Smith clearly shows that in their view of a great film, that there is no space for 

such directing. Smith goes on to mention Will Smith, who is a used a token actor for Hollywood 

movies to represent diversity without having to put it actual effort to make films diverse. By 

explaining that this isn’t a movie for Will Smith, Smith is saying that they want actual diversity 

in film without having to use certain model actors for all the roles that require “black man” and 

other such role types. Most important at all, Smith makes sure to preserve the boy’s innocence 

and childhood. He does so to emphasize that the boy has room to dream without the dampening 

of racism. 

Smith then goes on to place Viola Davis in their dream film as the hero. This is important 

because Davis is the first African American to receive the Triple Crown of Acting, and is 

repeatedly called the “black Meryl Streep, but is not compensated the same. By placing her in 

this role, Smith is critiquing Hollywood for not giving her the respect that she deserves. Lastly, 

Smith repeats that it is not a black movie. This is because in Hollywood culture, black movies 

are always about racism in some way. Most of the black movies that are nominated for Best 

Picture include this running trend like Selma, Get Out, The Color Purple, and the only winner, 12 

Years a Slave. This is extremely damaging because even though black life is largely affected by 

racism, that isn’t the only thing black life and culture has to offer. When this is the main 

representation of black life and culture, it dehumanizes the black experience and makes people 

believe that black people are not only capable of only violence, but that they can take pain or 

trauma better. There is a larger black culture that includes food, music, sports, and having fun in 

general can be portrayed in many different and meaningful ways, but instead is not. This is 

important because these aspects of life and culture are positive traits of human nature, and the 

lack of such things paints a picture that the nature of black people is inherently violent. Overall, 
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in this poem, Smith rejects many reoccurring themes in Hollywood like showing purposeless 

violence, dehumanizing black people, and aging black children in inappropriate ways. But it is 

done through giving examples on opposing images like having young black kids be innocent, 

having black women be heroines, and allowing black people to do something stupid like fight 

dinosaurs. 

These trends and values can be reflected in most of the black movies that get picked for 

Oscar nominations. Most nominated movies and winners for best picture have something to do 

with slavery, racism, and almost all include violence and the suffering of black people. Some 

examples include 12 Years a Slave, Precious, Selma, Get Out, and The Color Purple. While these 

stories are very interesting and should be seen, they all have common themes of deep, horrific 

tragedy, and many movies like that are praised and accredited. However, in an article about 

Multiculturalism in the 2018 Oscars, Bernard Beck raises the point that movies like Black 

Panther, a superhero film depicting black people in a way never before seen on film, provides 

both a serious treatment of social issues and superficial eye candy, which he argues could 

compromise the elements of the story (Beck). Beck elaborates by explaining that superhero 

movies at this point in modern time compromises the original point of comic books which is to 

combat social issues with elaborate superpowers, supernatural villains, and other profit seeking 

aspects. This claim can be supported by recent critiques on the handling of the Marvel Cinematic 

Universe, which are all about how directors focus less on the story and on profit-grabbing shock 

value.  

However, the article takes away from the role of Black Panther being a Black Movie 

nominated for the Oscars. Black Panther is a superhero movie with a majority black cast that 

focuses on the struggles of a king of a very secret and very rich African society that has not been 
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touched by European colonization. A story like this has never hit the big screen before, and for it 

to be considered as an amazing film and deserving of multiple nominations by the Academy, it 

shows that there is space for new whimsical and fantastical stories that feature mostly black 

people. By using the profit-seeking features like thrill-seeking features to devalue what the film 

means for the future of black film, the point Beck makes falls into questioning the realism and 

the acceptance of Black Panther of a great film because it shares qualities of other non-black 

superhero films and does not just tackle issues of racism in very serious ways. The assertion that 

the film does not treat weighty issues like racism and isolationism seriously enough does not fit 

into what the movie is to its core: a superhero film that will have superhero fight scenes and cool 

stunts. Black Panther was not a stereotypical black movie nominated for Oscars in 2018 in the 

sense that it did not fully play into showing excessive violence and black trauma, so despite its 

profit-grabbing features, it should still be considered a serious film for the stereotypes that it 

breaks. 

By critiquing Hollywood and how major films portray and damage the image of black 

people, queer people, and those who intersect the two, Smith opens a conversation on why 

representation in media is important, and that new perspectives are needed to not only show the 

good, but to show the bad in careful ways to make an impact without overshowing traumatic 

experiences. The few black movies that get the attention of mainstream media are great movies, 

but it is problematic that these films perpetuate a normalization of black trauma as if black 

people’s lives are only meant to experience pain. And this is mostly due to the straight white men 

who dominate the film industry. While now, efforts are being made to expand diversity and give 

other films the honor that they deserve for showing black people having positive lives, like the 

movie Spiderman: Into the Spider-Verse, it is not enough to make up for the harmful stereotypes 
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that have been normalized in Hollywood but also black media in general. As Smith shows, black 

people deserve to have carefree depictions like Lala Land and other similar movies and see their 

lives as normal, with not as objects for violence and trauma. 
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