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One of the most detailed essays | wrote in high school focused on the perception of
African Americans in popular culture. The cultural harmony that the premiere of Black Panther
ushered in early 2018 made me startlingly aware of the lack of diverse representation for African
Americans in film and television. My research took me back 100 years, where | learned about
D.W. Griffith’s film The Birth of a Nation. The film, originally titled the Clansman, offers a
skewed perspective of post-Civil War America where, instead of accurately portraying the
injustices African Americans endured under the reign of Jim Crow, the Ku Klux Klan was posed
as the heroes that rescued the South from free black people.

The film was highly controversial, for while there was offensive content that earned the
ire and protest of African Americans, millions more people still lined up to go see the film. Not
only is Birth of a Nation considered one of the first American blockbusters, when it premiered at
the White House, President Woodrow Wilson praised it stating it was like “writing history with
lightning.” The fact that this narrative was so widely condoned highlights one of the main
injustices of media portrayal regarding marginalized people: because they lack power in a nation
wrought with racial oppression, people of color are often forced to endure whatever negative
perspectives the media and popular culture enforce.

Consider the War on Drugs. Though the name suggests a legitimate effort to combat
drug usage in the United States, | can’t help but think the War played a major role in modern
police brutality. After all, the way that War’s media campaign repeatedly showed images of
African Americans in handcuffs on the evening news normalizes the concept that they are

criminals. Furthermore, it justifies their imprisonment while generating an image of African



Americans which has been popular since they were first enslaved and brought to America: the
image of black people in chains.

Ultimately, this narrative became tiresome for me to witness. African Americans are
educated on our enslavement and oppression so much that one would think that it covers the
entirety of our history. Even when we are not portrayed suffering from some form of trauma, be
it slavery or police brutality, how often are we allowed our time in the spotlight? | wanted to see
an uplift in the tone and if I couldn’t have that, I’d settle for a genuine black perspective, which
served to spark the genesis of my collection.

As | grew up, | lost my taste for seeing black people reduced to criminals and secondary
characters and began seeking out stories where we can take the lead. That has led me to explore
a diverse range of genres including fiction, nonfiction and even a few comic books that all focus
on the efforts of black characters. Ultimately, my collection is meant to destigmatize the
poisonous perspectives of black people that has been popularized for so long in this country.
Rather than being reduced to a one-dimensional caricature, | want to explore the range of voices

that black characters offer to show that we can be heroes as well.
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