Black Women and the Politics of Representation

Justification: We are inundated with media representations of African and African American
women, via television, films, social media, advertisements. These representations have impacts
on the lives of African and African American women, and often influence complacency towards
violence against African and African American women, domestic policies impacting poor
African and African American women, funding opportunities for women and women’s groups.
The similarities and histories of the representations of African and African American women are
intertwined. Those representations have roots in colonialism and slavery, Eurocentric views of
Black women’s sexuality, and a lack of economic power to challenge dominant representations
of Black women. The representations of African and African American women present similar
stereotypes; for example, the begging welfare queen with several children is analogous to the
poor African woman with several children begging for help. The devaluation of Black women’s
bodies in the U.S. and Africa follow similar trajectories. Due to the similarities, the course would
address the experiences of both African and African American women.

Students could benefit from a class that sheds light on the importance of cultural representations
in defining societal views and treatment of Black women. This course is being proposed as
hybrid course, aimed at upperclassmen and graduate students. The Department of African
Studies currently only has few courses on women in Africa, and this course would allow our
students to engage more with topics around women in Africa.

Course Description: This course is an examination of the representations of Black (African and
African American) women that have dominated popular culture. The course looks at the history
of those representations, especially in systems of colonialism and enslavement. These
representations have fed tropes about Black women, tropes that have reinforced patriarchal
structures, silence around violence against Black women, and domestic policies that negatively
impact Black women’s lives. The course also looks at how Black women are creating content to
challenge those familiar tropes. The course considers how women create their own
representations, which create spaces within patriarchal environments for women to exercise their
agency and create counter narratives.

Course Goals: The goal of the course is for students to critically engage with representations of
Black women, and identify skewed representations of Black women. Students should be able to
understand how skewed representations of Black women have shaped our ideas about Black
women and Black womanhood, as well as the real-life implications for Black women. Students
should also understand the social, political, and economic power of cultural representations in
both shaping skewed views of Black women, and in allowing Black women to present their own
counter narratives.
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