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Introduction

With increasing representation in Hollywood, African American filmmakers have
secured more opportunities to direct big-budget movies, including both superhero
blockbusters and serious dramas (Chow and Bates; Remnick). Many of these films
have featured genetic themes in their plots, characters, imagery, and subject matter. In
blockbusters like Black Panther: Wakanda Forever (2022) genetic engineering and
mutant characters not only serve as spurs to fast-paced action but also as critiques of
historical violence, social injustice, and the marginalization of minority identities. Less
action-oriented films by Black directors — Moonlight (2016) is a salient example —
invoke genetics-related themes in nuanced ways to explore contemporary social
questions. Finally, smaller, independent films such as All Dirt Roads Taste of Salt
(2023) make significant contributions to the cultural arena through their presentation at
film festivals and distribution through a variety of streaming services. Taken together,
these films shed light on the complex sociohistorical relationship between African
Americans and genetics, sometimes explicitly, more often via imagery, characters, and
plots that involve related matters such as nature vs. nurture, kinship, and the conflict
between biological and chosen families.

In this article, we look at the range of ways African American filmmakers
engage with genetic themes, topics that have often been viewed with suspicion in
African American communities for the troubling history of unethical experimentation
and racial science associated with genetics. We find that genetic themes in films by
African American directors have in recent years become a locus where oppression,
aspiration, and resilience are depicted, even when the narratives are highly
conventional. Our focus on Black American filmmakers highlights an important
cultural conversation taking place within African American communities both in
scholarly circles and the general public (Nelson). We use the umbrella term genetic
themes to name a wide range of concerns related to genetic science and technology,
heredity, family structure, nature vs. nurture, and ancestry. The relevant themes include
technological interventions, ranging from existing procedures such as gene editing to
technologies still in the realm of science fiction such as human cloning; bioethical
issues raised by eugenics and artificial reproductive technologies; unequal access to
genetic innovations and medical care; DNA ancestry testing; and chosen versus
biological families. While there is no biological basis for race (Gravlee; Gouvea), our
broad identification of genetic themes responds to how genetic advances have expanded
beyond the lab and become incorporated into viewers’ understanding of themselves,
their families, and their ancestry. Furthermore, this broad identification of genetic
themes reflects the direction of existing scholarship on race and genetics, which
examines how bioscience contributes both to persistent structural inequities and to
processes of identity formation and relationship-building (Krieger; Smedley and
Smedley).

The topic of genetics carries special importance to many people in African
American communities. The scientific abuse of Black people has left long-lasting scars.
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Nineteenth-century racial science, both before and after emancipation, early eugenic
measures, the Tuskegee syphilis study, the exploitation of Henrietta Lacks’s cell line,
and coerced sterilization of prisoners dating well into the 1970s (Monroe and
Alexander) possess wide currency among African Americans (Jaiswal and Halkitis). In
the post-genomic era, scientists emphasize that “the concept of race has no genetic or
scientific basis” (Craig Venter, as cited in Yudell, et al., n.p.) and that there is more
genetic variation within self-identified racial groups than between them. Accounting
for the social fact of race while dispelling the biological basis for it, however, remains
an ongoing challenge in science communication and popular discourse alike. More
positively, the growth of direct-to-consumer genetic testing (DTC-GT) has ignited
African Americans’ desire to reconfigure ancestral connections through genetic
information (Nelson).

This article outlines the depiction of genetic themes in 17 recent films by
African American filmmakers (see Figure 1) and analyzes five that we found
characteristic of larger patterns: Us (2019), They Cloned Tyrone (2023), Moonlight
(2016), The Woman King (2022), and All Dirt Roads Taste of Salt (2023). We argue
that films by African American directors have served as a creative repository where the
motifs of genetics, broadly conceived, participate in the criticism of historical injustice
and in the depiction of alternative modes of identity and kinship. While often using
genre tropes of action films, sci-fi thrillers, or melodramas and sometimes perpetuating
stereotypes pervasive in mass-media entertainment, many works by African American
directors also find ways to represent resistance to racism, colonialism, and capitalism,
as well as to hegemonic understandings of the body, relationships, and identities.
Additionally, African American directors have explored some positive ways in which
genetic themes have served African American aspirations by uncovering lost ancestral
ties, playing a role in stories of personal growth and self-discovery, or highlighting
narratives of Black scientific achievement. We find genetic themes featured in films
across the full spectrum of genres prominent in popular cinema today, requiring our
analysis to account for a wide variety of cinematic codes and conventions. By exploring
the implicit and explicit attitudes toward genetic themes in films by African American
directors, we demonstrate how a surprising range of Hollywood and independent films
touch on diverse socio-cultural issues, and we capture some of the ways that African
American filmmakers employ cinematic conventions to challenge dominant discourses
while offering new perspectives on race, kinship, and the ethics of bioscience.

Our second section begins with a brief account of the historical treatment of
African Americans in the biosciences. Our third section reviews the critical literature
on film and genetics, with special attention to how African Americans have been
portrayed over the decades. We discuss our methods in the fourth section. Section five
consists of three analytical subsections, which focus on prominent themes in the
treatment of genetics in African American cinema: “Injustice and Resistance”;
“Biological and Chosen Families”; and “Nature and Nurture.” We end with a brief
conclusion that highlights the significance of both commercial and independent films
as resources for thinking about science in culture.

Background: African Americans and the Biosciences

For more than three centuries, bioscience has been mobilized to justify and facilitate
racial violence against African Americans and further eugenic goals (Krieger; Smedley
and Smedley). This history of forced interventions on Black bodies implicates doctors
and scientists across a range of institutions, dating back to before the United States
became a nation. Thomas Jefferson’s suggestion in “Notes on the State of Virginia”
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that people of African descent belonged to a distinct (and inferior) species are well
known (Jefferson). In the racial science of Josiah Clark Nott and others, the belief that
whites and darker-skinned races were separate species obtained explicit and polemical
articulation (Kampourakis and Peterson). James Marion Sims’s medical experiments in
the 1840s on enslaved women to develop surgical techniques for the benefit of white
women are well known to medical historians and have gained notoriety in the popular
press (Ojanuga; Zhang), as has Samuel A. Cartwright’s supposed discovery of
drapetomania, a mental pathology defined as the desire of an enslaved person for
freedom (Bynum). The twentieth century saw eugenic sterilization programs that in
many cases targeted Black people (Lombardo) and the notorious Tuskegee syphilis
study (Reverby; Schickler et al.). Despite transformative advances in genetics and
genomics, the conflation of the social category of race with genetic differences still
persists both within and outside the scientific community (Jobling et al.; J. E. Williams).
Public views about genetics continue to promote popular beliefs that stigmatize Black
people (Hughey and Goss). As a result of this history, African Americans have more
negative perceptions of bioscience and medicine than other groups in the US (Jaiswal
and Halkitis 79-85). Nonetheless, it is also important to recognize the ways in which
genetics has been used to bring medical advances to Black patients and provide insight
into ancestral connections lost during the middle passage and slavery (Gouvea).

The advent of DNA ancestry testing has had a profound impact on African
Americans, as direct-to-consumer genetic testing (DTC-GT) has served to identify lost
and scattered family members across the globe. According to Alondra Nelson, genetic
testing has emerged as a source of evidence of the violent history of the Black diaspora
and as a tool for personal and institutional reparations for Black people. Widespread
suspicion of genetics undoubtedly persists (Jaiswal and Halkitis), but a recognition of
genetics’ value as a means of exploring the self and its relations to a wider community
has emerged as well. We find both attitudes prominently portrayed in films by African
American directors. Interestingly, there is little explicit attention paid to genetics’ role
in constructing and maintaining racial categories, both historically and at present.
Instead, the films subtly resist genetic reductionism, focusing on the complex
interaction of biology and environment but leaving aside the whole question of whether
race has a genetic basis.

An additional sociohistorical context for the films is the impact of racism and
ongoing social injustice on African American families and communities. Historians
have documented the enduring impact of US slavery on Black families (Morales; H. A.
Williams). Contemporary factors such as mass incarceration and racialized poverty also
put strains on families within the Black community (Smoyer et. al.; Comfort). Bethany
Letiecq criticizes the North American standard family model as privileging married,
heterosexual, middle-class, white couples and their biological children. According to
the author, this model pathologizes and stigmatizes alternative forms of kinship
formation, which are more prevalent among socially marginalized groups, including
African Americans. Rather than viewing Black families as deficient in normative
qualities, Patricia Hill Collins emphasizes the significance of the non-genetic familial
bonds in African American communities. This extended family model supports both
genetic and community-based relationships, thereby challenging genetic determinism
and racism in our understanding of family dynamics. Overall, the ways in which the
genetic family model fails to explain Black family formation allow us to illuminate not
just the general embrace of social families or chosen families in contemporary society
but also bottom-up resistance against the white hegemony, which can be reproduced by
genetics.
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Genetics in Cinema: Critical Background

For more than a century, films have influenced and reflected public perceptions
surrounding the field of genetics (Gibbons et al.). Unsurprisingly, there has been
substantial critical commentary on the complex themes of social injustice, identity, and
relationships that accompany genetic themes in cinema, but little of this research has
focused on Black cinema. For instance, research has analyzed how Hollywood films by
white directors have depicted stories of eugenics, mutants, and cloning as analogies for
erecting social boundaries, discrimination, and class hierarchies, indicting genetics for
perpetuating social injustice in the name of scientific progress (Domaradzki; Eberl;
Kirby; Ogbunugafor and Edge). Others note that contemporary films often depict
government agencies and corporations as exploiting bodies of marginalized groups,
abusing genetic information drawn from human subjects, and perpetuating existing
power relations (Taylor and King). Many horror films featuring genetic monsters have
mobilized fears and anxieties about social outsiders (Feldman and Clayton).

Uncovering the truth about family origins is a common theme in Hollywood
superhero movies (e.g., the Batman and the Captain America series) where protagonists
are often orphans and face a life-changing truth about their lost parents (Kvaran). Along
with these lost family stories, stories of clones and twins have frequently served to
reflect the long-running debate about nature versus nurture in determining character
and relationships (Schmeink). The relative lack of Black representation in the
commercial film industry until recent years (Erigha; Tran) has meant that there has been
little critical work concerning the way in which genetics has been interpreted to and by
the African American community.

There are, however, relevant critical works in other areas, including critical film
studies of Black diaspora cinema, that may have facilitated the prominence of genetic
topics in recent big-budget films by African American directors. For example, critics
have focused on the othering of Black people (Guerrero, Framing Blackness; Nama;
Primadewi) in white cinema, leading some critics to speak of the eugenic construction
of American spectatorship (Smith). The depiction of scientists in early films by white
directors, who portray the behaviour of African tribal members in negative and
stereotypical ways, highlights the role of the film industry in perpetuating racism and
white supremacy (Means Coleman). Black diaspora films, circulating on the periphery
of the Hollywood film industry, have explored how the reclamation of the past and
future is often accompanied by mourning for the lost genetic ancestry of Black people.
Afrocentrism and the “back to Africa” motif in Black diasporic cinema has prompted
arguments for the construction of identity through ancestral bonds to repair the
intergenerational wounds of slavery (Petty). Finally, the recent emergence of new Black
filmmakers has boosted scholarly discussion on how Black filmmakers produce diverse
counternarratives about race and science. The popularity of films by Jordan Peele, for
example, has sparked an emerging scholarly discussion of Black horror, which often
depicts science as a racist institution that modifies Black bodies (Taylor and King;
Guerrero, “The Afrofuture”). Afrofuturism, as depicted in films like Blade (dir. Stephen
Norrington 1998) and the Black Panther series (dir. Ryan Coogler), portrays Black
excellence in science and technology and the ability to redefine the fraught relationship
between the African American community and bioscience.

Method
To assemble an initial list of films for analysis, we built upon the method our research
group used in an earlier study of genetics in cinema (Gibbons, et al.). We conducted a
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keyword search of the Internet Movie Database (IMDB) using the search term “Black
director.” Since IMDB is a crowd-sourced repository, the results from this search reflect
the way many viewers perceive the racial identity of the filmmakers, an identification
that is frequently reinforced by the directors themselves in interviews that emphasize
African American themes and by the critical discourse surrounding their films.!
Although Black directors are making important films in many other countries, we chose
to focus only on films by North American directors because of the historical, social,
and political specificity of African American life. The African diaspora has generated
unique socioeconomic conditions in different sites around the globe, and issues
pertinent to life in twenty-first century America may be largely beside the point in other
cultural locales. Even so, our consideration of African American directors is
significantly framed by contemporary audiences’ awareness of cosmopolitan concerns
and global histories of European colonization in Africa. One sees this awareness in
films like Wakanda Forever (2022), Chevalier (2022), and The Woman King (2022).
Portrayals of Africa in recent films by African American directors deserve close study,
as they offer important context for the Afrocentric ideals of lineage that have gained
popularity since the Black Power Movement and African Independence movements of
the late 20" century (Austin; Golubics).

Our dataset consists of fiction films with widespread US distribution in cinemas
or on major streaming services between 2010-2024, the period that saw a significant
increase in high-grossing films in the US by Black directors. The overdue shift from
“well-intentioned white directors” (Harrington 863) to works directly produced by
Black artists has contributed to bolstering the cultural canon we reference in this paper.
However, the disparity that persists between the overall representation of marginalized
people and those of the status quo (Erigha) is one of the motivations for research such
as ours that highlights recent achievements of African American directors. This period
also corresponds to a large uptick in the prominence of genetic themes in films, for
reasons explored by Gibbons, et al. (9).

It is important to note the sparse representation of Black female directors in our
dataset. Only two films had women directors: The Woman King and All Dirt Roads
Taste of Salt. The relative absence of women directors underscores a persistent
challenge in the film industry, where women, particularly Black women, face systemic
barriers to entry and consistent recognition. Given the unique, intersecting nature of
African American women’s identities, their voices are crucial for a comprehensive
understanding of how genetics shape identity, community, and resistance.

To identify films with significant genetic content, we first reviewed the plot
summaries on Wikipedia looking for keywords related to genetics (e.g., lost brother,
DNA, clone, paternity test), selecting candidates for viewing. The authors then watched
each candidate film to determine whether it contained sufficient emphasis on genetic
themes in its narrative or subject matter to be productive for analysis. This search
process resulted in a collection of 17 films. We did not limit the dataset to films that
discussed race-related issues or that featured largely Black casts. All the same, 16 of
the films had Black actors as protagonists [all but The Fate of the Furious (2017)], and
15 of the films cast two or more Black actors in leading roles (all but Chevalier, a
biographical drama focusing on the lone Black protagonist, and Fate of the Furious).
We included this latter film in recognition of the fact that Black filmmakers are finding
employment in the movie industry beyond Black-centric storylines (Erigha). Despite
the number of important documentaries taking up the question of race and genetics, we
limited our survey to fictional films because the imaginative freedom provided by
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fiction encouraged a wide range of African American perspectives on genetics to

emerge.

Figure 1 contains a list of the films in our dataset along with information about
the director, genre(s), genetic topics appearing in the films, and estimates of the
production budgets and box office revenue generated from the website, 7he Numbers

(www.the-numbers.com).
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. . . . o Worldwide
Title Director Genre Genetic Topics | Production
Box Office
Budget
Revenue
Madea's
Big Happy Comedy, Secret son;
Family Tyler Perry drama paternity test $25M $54.2M
(2011)
Creed Ryan Action, .
(2015) Coogler | drama, sport Inherited talent $37M $1742 M
. Inherited and
Moonlight Bar?y Drama social $1.5M $649M
(2016) Jenkins :
environment
The Fate of Action, ]
the Furious F.G(r};ry crime, Lost ig:l’ﬂc hosen $250 M $1B
(2017) Y thriller y
Communication
Black Rvan Action, with genetic
Panther CO(})I ler adventure, | ancestor; visit to $200 M $1.3B
(2018) & sci-fi the ancestral
land
Sorry to Comedy, .
Bother You | Boots Riley drama, n(l}s; iltgl $3.2M $183 M
(2018) fantasy
. Inherited talent;
Cé%el‘gl Csatelve | e ﬁrf:osn’o | hereditary $50 M $213.6 M
pie L. 5P disability
Jordan Horror,
Us (2019) mystery, Cloning $20 M $255.6 M
Peele thriller
The Woman Gina Action, Lost
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Figure 1. Film data

We analyzed high-grossing films based on black heroic protagonists (the Creed
series, the Black Panther series, and Woman King), as well as an action franchise film,
The Fate of the Furious, known to have expanded diversity among the cast. Also, we
included critically acclaimed films (Moonlight, Us, Sorry to Bother You, All Dirt Roads
Taste of Salt, They Cloned Tyrone, Origin, and A Thousand and One), in addition to
less critically celebrated works such as Madea’s Big Happy Family.? Lastly, we
included historical dramas like Chevalier and The Piano Lesson, which address lineage
and racial identity within specific sociohistorical contexts, broadening the scope of
genetic themes in Black American cinema.

The authors watched each film multiple times, taking notes on scenes and
sequences relevant to genetics. Additionally, we examined transcripts of the films
downloaded from the website Springfield! Springfield! (www.springfieldspringfield.co
.uk) and noted significant non-verbal elements of each scene during viewing. The
viewing was an iterative process, as early screenings suggested new themes, which then
prompted re-viewings of previous films. As a final step prior to analysis, we imported
our notes into MAXQDA, a data-analysis software program, to help us identify and
organize overarching themes.
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Analysis

Injustice and Resistance

Racial injustice, facilitated by genetic science, is a prominent theme in the seventeen
films under examination. Given the historical racial injustices in the practice of science
and medicine in the United States, it is not surprising to find searing indictments of
unethical genetic experimentation on African Americans. These indictments are
counterbalanced, however, by powerful depictions of Black resistance to oppression
and a nuanced understanding of the meaning of heredity and difference in the lives of
characters.

Many of the films in our dataset underscore the role of genetics in producing
both injustice and modes of resistance within the Black community. For example, The
Woman King shows both the impact of colonial forces exploiting hereditary identities
and the resilience of African warriors in fiercely reclaiming their power. The heroine
rejects her biological family, and the life path set out for her as a village girl, asserting
her agency by embracing the Agojie women warriors as her chosen family and fighting
for the right to freedom and self-determination for her people. Similarly, Boots Riley’s
Sorry to Bother You employs sci-fi conventions dating back to the beast-human
chimeras in The Island of Doctor Moreau (1896) to drive home its message about the
scientific exploitation of Black people. In this film, a corporation genetically modifies
low-level workers to turn them into equisapiens, or horse-people, whose bestial bodies
can be forced into labour for their overseers. In the end, however, the equisapiens turn
these very genetic modifications against the corporate overlords and stampede through
the house of their oppressor. Malcom Washington’s The Piano Lesson explores how
inheritance functions as both a burden and a source of strength. The family’s piano,
intricately carved with faces of their ancestors, becomes a symbol of both generational
trauma and resilience — embodying the enduring legacy of slavery while also serving
as a spiritual weapon in the fight for identity, autonomy, and justice for an African
American family in 1930s America.

Black Panther: Wakanda Forever contains the most explicit genetic imagery in
any recent film by a Black Director. Set largely in the fictional country of Wakanda, a
technologically advanced African nation, the film begins with Queen Ramonda and
Princess Shuri mourning the loss of King T’Challa, a genetically enhanced superhero
who used his powers to protect their kingdom. With his loss, Wakanda is threatened
with extinction. Princess Shuri works throughout the film to synthesize the herb that
confers the Black Panther’s powers. The scenes of her manipulating a giant hologram
of DNA are a forceful symbol of scientific achievement. Cameron Leader-Picone views
Shuri’s “role of technological savant” as an example of the “Africa Rising narrative”
(329), which equates “technological progress with [. . .] optimism and by extension,
utopia” (325). But neither of the Black Panther films ignores the continuing exploitation
of Black resources and Black bodies. Quite the contrary, the scene of French
mercenaries attempting to steal vibranium from Wakanda that opens Wakanda Forever
is a reminder of the continuing legacy of colonialism on the African continent.

Other films, such as Us, The Woman King, Origin, and They Cloned Tyrone,
use genetic and hereditarian themes to highlight racial injustice and Black resistance.
But perhaps the most compelling in this respect are Jordan Peele’s Us and Juel Taylor’s
They Cloned Tyrone. The first of these films portrays a failed genetic experiment that
results in an underground group of clones (“the Tethered”) living in a state of
subjugation. Their inhuman treatment sets the stage for a sophisticated horror film that
was a resounding success at the box office (see Figure 1).
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Us showcases a chilling duality through the characters of Adelaide Wilson and
her Tethered doppelgidnger, Red. Their complex connection stems from a terrifying
childhood encounter in a house of mirrors, where a young Adelaide bumps into her
doppelginger and (as far as viewers know) leaves traumatized, returning withdrawn
and mute to her family. In a dramatic twist, it is ultimately revealed that Red had
assumed the place of Adelaide, imprisoning the former in the underground. Addy, the
film’s main character, is, unbeknownst to viewers, a formerly tethered clone, who has
lived her life in disguise above ground. That Red has successfully passed as Adelaide
suggests that the Tethered and the Surface dwellers are not so different after all.

In the present, Adelaide, her husband, and their two children, Zora and Jason,
are confronted by their respective doppelgangers — including the original Adelaide, now
assimilated into the underground and known as Red. In the shadows of their driveway,
the Wilson’s Tethered clones stand hand in hand, frightening the family and
interrupting their seemingly idyllic life at their summer house. The Tethered family
invades the home and attempts to kill their genetic originals in the hopes of untethering
themselves. The intense confrontation between the Wilson family and the Tethered
family becomes an allegory of the struggle of the oppressed to claim their place as
American citizens, and most important, as human beings. Red expresses her agonized
longing for freedom:

How it must have been to grow up with a sky? To feel the sun, the wind, the
trees. But your people took it for granted. We’re human too, you know. They
created the Tethered so they could use them to control the ones above. Like
puppets. (Timestamp 1:35:54)

By exploiting the concept of a genetically engineered underclass, Us offers
poignant commentary on (fictional) abuses of genetic technology and on real problems
of a deeply stratified society. The portrayal of the affluent upper world and the dark,
depleted life mirrored below ground underscores the power imbalances that create
inequity and the potential for violent revolt when these disparities become too extreme.

The film’s depiction of the clones, however, uses their genetically identical
nature to articulate a rationale for promoting social justice. The Tethered share a soul
with their upper-world models. The Tethered’s movements uncannily replicate those of
their above-ground twins, and they possess similar temperaments and shared interests.
The presence of this deep affinity between the Tethered and their upper-world
counterparts implies that the difference between the populations who live above and
below ground is largely a matter of contrasting environments. Despite their drastically
different backgrounds, their shared genetic makeup paints them as essentially the same.
This is at the heart of Red’s defense of the Tethered’s assault: there is no justification
for the oppression they have faced. However, the violence they inflict upon the surface
dwellers fractures the viewer’s sympathy for the group, and the conventions of horror
movies virtually ensure that we will end up cheering for the above-ground family.
Logically, this might undercut the movie’s message of resistance to oppression, but the
final scenes of the film suggest otherwise.

The battle between Adelaide and Red reaches a crescendo in the underground
corridors that hosted the failed Tethering experiments. The hauntingly choreographed
confrontation unfolds in perfect synchronization to Michael Abdels’s composition, Pas
de Deux. With this dance for two, the music entangles the pair in a brutal fight stylized
as a ballet and simultaneously employs parallel editing to weave in flashbacks of their
adolescent selves performing solo ballet routines above and below ground. The
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doppelgidngers’ movements remain eerily in rhythm with the extradiegetic music,
emphasizing the uncanny synchronicity between Addy and Red.

The film ends with the above-ground boy, Jason, holding a white lab rabbit, one
of the film’s most layered visual symbols. From the opening credits of the film, the
plight of white lab rabbits, caged below ground, foregrounds the question of unethical
science. Because of their long history of use in scientific experimentation, these animals
symbolize the terrible history of the Tethered as subjects of genetic experimentation.
The rabbits return to the screen when Adelaide pursues Red for their final battle in the
underground. Here, the rabbits wander aimlessly through the blanched white halls of
the tunnels, now freed from the metal cages lining the walls. After Adelaide rescues
Jason, the boy emerges from below with one of the rabbits nestled protectively in his
arms. This final gesture hints at a deeper connection to the Tethered’s world, as
memories of Adelaide’s traumatic childhood experiences play on the screen. Only now
is it revealed that the fierce motherly Addy, whom we have cheered for throughout the
film, is actually the original Red, who captured her surface counterpart and switched
places with her in the funhouse. As the camera zooms in on his face, Jason slowly grows
aware of the unsettling truth. The viewer is left with the chilling realization that Jason’s
connection to the subterranean world is more intimate than we imagined.

As a horror film, Us wildly exaggerates the consequences of contemporary
genetics, but its theme is nuanced. By emphasizing the shared genetic makeup of the
Tethered and their counterparts, the film blurs the lines between oppressor and
oppressed, revealing that the division between them is not one of inherent difference
but of systemic injustice, just as scientists in the real world now posit about race itself.
The artificial stratification, built on the manipulation of human life, leads inexorably to
violent revolt, as the Tethered rise against a system that dehumanizes and exploits them.
In Us, genetic technology is depicted as both a tool of oppression and a catalyst for
resistance.

Similarly, They Cloned Tyrone explores the intersections of race and genetic
experimentation in a satiric film that weaves together elements drawn from science
fiction and the blaxploitation films of the 1970s. Set in a predominantly Black ghetto
called Glen, the film’s co-stars uncover a sinister government conspiracy in which key
Black residents are being cloned and controlled as part of a larger effort to transform
African Americans into white people.

The use of cloning in the film is a metaphor for how systemic racism operates.
The cloned residents are created to be compliant in order to keep them in poverty while
the elaborate experiment continues. To “whiten” the other residents of Glen, the
government distributes a chemical compound via food, drinks, hair products, and
communion wine while encouraging residents to ignore the troubles in their lives via
music and evangelical religion. As a result of the bizarre resurrections of a gun-downed
drug dealer, three of the residents, including the resurrected one, begin to catch on to
the government’s plot. These characters are comic stereotypes, drawn straight from
blaxploitation films: Fontaine, a stoic drug dealer; Slick Charles, a quick-mouthed
pimp; and Yo-Yo, a cautious yet brave sex worker. The satiric plot is just as cliched.
The three main characters eventually trace the scientists to a vast, underground lab — a
parodic setting teeming with scientists in lab coats, golf carts for transportation, and
cells for Black prisoners, all reminiscent of a supervillain’s lair from early James Bond
films. There, our protagonists daringly free prisoners, fight a formidable clone, and
eventually confront the original Fontaine, who turns out to be the lead geneticist of the
so-called Cloning Initiative. In their final confrontation, the original Fontaine explains
that the death of his little brother Ronnie from gang violence persuaded him to fight
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against the intra-community violence he believes to be destroying Black America. His
grotesque solution is to eliminate Blackness itself.

Ultimately, They Cloned Tyrone uses the concept of genetic cloning to explore
deeper questions about racial identity, oppression, and the potential for liberation. The
shared genetic makeup of the cloned characters becomes an index of both oppression
and solidarity. The film touches on the racial myths that have sought to justify
inequality by claiming inherent differences between races and highlights the continuing
danger of pseudoscientific ideologies used to uphold systems of oppression. Rather
than addressing the larger social and economic factors that contribute to the conditions
of neighborhoods like Glen and the deaths of young boys like Ronnie, the government
uses characters within Black communities — rich or poor — as scapegoats and employs
genetic technology to suppress and manipulate them without their knowledge.

Biological and Chosen Families

More than half of the films in our dataset delve into the significance of chosen families,
relational units forged through shared experiences, trauma, and mutual support (Black
Panther, Chevalier, Creed, Creed II, Fate, Madea, Moonlight, A Thousand and One,
Wakanda Forever, and Woman King). These familial themes are woven through the
storylines of Black characters across all the genres we studied. From action-packed
series like the Fast & Furious franchise to historical dramas like Chevalier and a
contemporary drama such as A Thousand and One, the family structures of Black
characters are inflected with social and political undertones. The Creed franchise, for
example, speculates on genetic themes through the idea of its protagonist inheriting a
talent for boxing. The Madea series, an over-the-top mixture of vulgarity, slapstick, and
family drama, offers valuable insights into the concept of “othermothering” (Collins
61-89), a frequent characteristic of chosen families. Madea’s othermothering highlights
the significance of those who provide love, support, and guidance beyond traditional
blood relations. These films, in their very different ways, demonstrate the
multidimensional nature of the family for Black characters and viewers, showcasing
how both biological and chosen families play crucial roles in shaping identity and
fostering belonging in the face of adversity.

Berry Jenkins’ Academy Award-winning film Moonlight paints a realistic
picture of the complexities and imperfections that exist in both biological and chosen
families. We first meet Chiron as a shy Black boy growing up in a rough Miami
neighborhood and struggling to understand his sexuality. With a drug-addicted mother
and no father at home, Chiron often spends days alone in his mother’s apartment. By
contrast, Chiron finds refuge in the home of a neighborhood drug dealer named Juan
and his partner Teresa, where he is well-fed, sleeps in a proper bed, and experiences
parental love. From the first scenes between Juan and Chiron, the film undercuts the
stereotypes of Black men and Black neighborhoods by portraying their relationship as
one of tenderness, vulnerability, and mutual self-discovery. Establishing the foundation
of the film on this delicate relationship, Jenkins proceeds to portray a story that will
challenge the dominant narrative about aggressive Black masculinity in Hollywood
(Hand 5-6).

Juan not only provides a safe space for Chiron, but he becomes a life teacher.
In one of the few moments when we hear the young Chiron speak, he asks Juan and
Teresa whether he is a “faggot” (Timestamp 00:33:59), the abrasive slur used by one
of his classmates. Juan and Teresa both affirm the validity of Chiron’s budding
homosexuality. At the same time, Juan urges him to stand tall and not let his peers
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intimidate him, advice that leads to a harsh beating but also models for him the
possibility of a queer masculinity.

The beautiful scene of Chiron learning to float in the ocean, while supported
and encouraged by Juan, is symbolic of all the ways in which Juan and Teresa heal and
sustain the young boy. Cinematically, viewers are invited into this intimate moment,
learning alongside Chiron to stay above the bobbing waves. The gentle sloshing of the
water is paired with an orchestral score, composed by Nicholas Britell, elevating Juan’s
powerful proclamation: “You are in the middle of the world” (Timestamp 00:18:23).
With only the water, their bodies, and the sky composing the visual frame, the scene
encourages the viewer to fully inhabit this pivotal moment of tender support and
affirmation.

However, the stability Juan offers in this scene is severely compromised by the
realities of the drug trade that entwine Juan and Chiron’s biological mother, Paula, in a
destructive relationship. In a heated moment when Juan finds Chiron’s mother using
the drugs he himself sells, they challenge each other in raised voices, Paula asking,
“You gon’ raise him?”” and Juan responding, “Is you?”” (Timestamp 00:28:30).

Chiron’s changing relationship with his biological mother is equally complex.
Commenting on Paula’s neglect and aggression, the critic Terrance Wooten discusses
the burdens on Black mothers raising children in poverty without a viable support
system. Wooten argues that Paula’s actions and her refrain “Don’t look at me!”
(Timestamp 01:06:29) are not just individualized failings but reflect the broader
racialized and gendered surveillance of Black mothers within a socio-political narrative
shaped by the War on Drugs and harmful stereotypes surrounding Black matriarchy.
Rendering Chiron’s mother as both visible and invisible, the film challenges the
dominant narrative of Black maternal figures. It shows her progression into habitual
drug use as an indictment of the socio-political context that defines her world. And as
her interactions with Chiron degenerate from tender to abusive, we see how the
struggles of poverty impinge on a biological nuclear family.

In adolescence, Chiron continues to return to his mother’s house frequently.
Juan has died in the interval between chapters, but Teresa still provides nourishment
and care when Chiron feels most vulnerable. All the same, there is a subtle distance
between Teresa and Chiron, indicating the tug of his biological kinship on his loyalty
and identity. Paula, in turn, often reminds him of who his real family is and pleads with
her son not to abandon her in her troubled moments:

I’m your mama. That bitch over there ain’t no kin of you. I’'m your blood,
remember? Now I ain’t feeling good. I need something to help me out. Come
on, baby... Your lil play-play mama ain’t put something in your hand? Give me
the damn money Chiron. Give me the money! (Timestamp 00:45:00)

The fact that Chiron does not desert her, despite her manipulative excesses, speaks to
the fragile balance Chiron establishes between his chosen and biological families.

In adulthood, Chiron returns to his mother’s side during her recovery from
addiction, providing a sense of closure, if not reconciliation. Their bond becomes a
point of introspection, underscoring how biological ties often bind in complex and
painful ways. Paula confesses:

I messed up. I fucked it all the way up, I know that. But your heart ain’t gotta
be black like mine, baby. I love you, Chiron. I do. I love you, baby. I mean you
ain’t gotta love me. Lord knows I did not have love for you when you needed
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it. I know that. So, you ain’t gotta love me, but you gon’ know that I love you.
You hear? You hear me, Chiron?

I hear you, Mama. (Timestamp 01:18:43)

His return to take care of his mother emphasizes the inescapable impact of biological
family, highlighting Jenkins’ sensitive portrayal of kinship as a negotiation between
chosen connections that offer stability and biological ones that shape identity, even
amidst hardship and loss.

Similarly, in The Woman King, the themes of biological and chosen families are
interwoven to explore the identity of a young woman, in which kinship and loyalty are
formed through shared struggle. Directed by Gina Prince-Blythewood, the film shifts
the focus to women warriors of the real West African kingdom of Dahomey, blending
the dynamics of blood relatives with the powerful bonds of camaraderie and sisterhood.
Against the backdrop of the transatlantic slave trade, the film critiques patriarchal and
colonial oppression, offering the sisterhood of the Agojie — a group of highly trained
female soldiers — as a symbol of resistance. Just as Chiron finds family in unexpected
places, the women in The Woman King form familial bonds through mutual support,
resilience, and shared purpose.

At the heart of the story is Nawi, a young woman who rebels against traditional
patriarchal expectations of women in Dahomey. Refusing to marry and serve a man
who pays her bride-price, she chooses instead to become a warrior of the Agojie.
Throughout the film, Nawi’s defiant attitude is not limited to the domestic sphere or
her approach to training. Agojie warriors must form new identities as part of a chosen
family and prioritize their belonging to the sisterhood, but for a strong-willed character
like Nawi, not being allowed to fraternize with men or consider forming her own family
is initially a struggle. Through the teachings of the General Nanisca, however, these
rules are revealed to be a protection from the very systems that have historically harmed
women and stripped them of their power. While Nawi does form a bond with a mixed
Portuguese-Dahomey man against the stern injunctions of her maternal leaders, she
ultimately champions her sisterhood and her allegiance to the Agojie in the film’s final
battle.

Nanisca serves as a non-traditional matriarch, dubbed the Miganon, guiding
Nawi and the other warriors to break free from social constraints while balancing the
rules and expectations of a warrior’s life. Nanisca’s own trauma, caused by her
abduction and rape by an enemy Oyo warrior, casts a heavy shadow on both her style
of leadership and the connection she builds with Nawi. The central story of The Woman
King is their complex relationship, and the profound emotional journey that leads to
Nawi’s discovery that General Nanisca is her biological mother.

This revelation is fraught with pain and conflict. Initially, as Nawi struggles to
reconcile her sense of self with the challenges of a warrior’s life, she resists the truth
about being Nanisca’s child. Nanisca, haunted by the guilt of abandoning her daughter,
has similar difficulty acknowledging their newly uncovered bond. The blood oath
ceremony, in which recruits who have completed their training are formally admitted
to the Agojie sisterhood, becomes a personal moment of reflection for the two women,
suturing their chosen family with their biological bond. Visually and aurally, the
collective rituals and harmonized songs capture the deeply spiritual bond between the
warriors of the Agojie. The historically accurate costume direction uses their adornment
of cowrie shells to signify the crucial contexts of feminine divination and religious-
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magical values, while also reflecting each Agojie’s function in their unit and their larger
society (Ajayi and Adekoya).

The film effectively intertwines feminist themes with the two characters’
difficult journey to overcome their painful histories and form a new, multifaceted
relationship. While Nawi and Nanisca eventually accept their biological ties, it is their
shared commitment to a chosen family that enables them to do so. As with Moonlight,
hardship and struggle are what lead the characters to understand the need for diverse
forms of family bonds. In the end, The Woman King asserts that the most profound
familial connections are often found in the spaces where individuals choose to stand
together and forge healing bonds that defy societal expectation.

Nature vs Nurture

The nature versus nurture debate has long been central to discussions of genetics and
identity, both in academic scholarship and broader cultural discourse. The treatment of
this theme in Black American cinema offers a unique perspective on how scientific and
social theories have oscillated between biological determinism — where identity and
traits are seen as innate and governed by genetics — and environmental influences,
which emphasize the role of upbringing, regional culture, and lived experience in
shaping individuals. Yet, as our earlier analyses have shown, there is no singular or
absolute way in which Black identity is formed, sustained, or understood.

Many of the films in our dataset have layered a combination of the analyses we
discuss, like the Creed franchise, in which the impact of nature vs. nurture on the talents
and life of Adonis Creed go hand in hand with its complex depictions of family
structures. In question is the inheritance of fighting genes from his father, the former
World Boxing Champion, versus the influence of the training and support he receives
from his mentor, Rocky Balboa. While his biological connection to Apollo Creed seems
to grant him a genetic predisposition for boxing greatness, the films do not rely on this
inherited talent to frame Adonis’ passion and excellence in the sport. His path to
securing mentorship and building his craft is greatly affected by his social sphere: Mary
Anne, his adopted mother and the widow of Apollo Creed, who takes him in after a
period in juvenile detention; Rocky Balboa, his late father’s former boxing rival turned
friend; and his love interest, Bianca, who becomes a support for Adonis in his struggle
with his father’s legacy. While we know his troubled upbringing leads him to value
Mary Anne’s nurturing care and Balboa’s crucial mentorship, we also recognize that
some of his prowess comes from his biological connection to the acclaimed Apollo
Creed. It is this combination of innate potential, social environment, and learned
experiences that allows Adonis to build a lasting legacy.

All Dirt Roads Taste of Salt, a visual poem exploring the life of a young girl and
her family in the rural American South, invites reflection on the forces that define us
biologically and culturally. Through the lens of a Mississippi family’s genetic
inheritance and cultural upbringing, the film opens a window into broader questions
about race, family, and legacy within the Black community. As the feature-film
directorial debut of Raven Jackson, it stands as one of several markers of the Black
cinematic community’s effort to reclaim cultural and familial narratives as central to
the transmission of identity. In doing so, the film highlights the significance of genes
in carrying biological markers and connecting individuals in a defined community,
while equally emphasizing the nurturing relationships between community members
that create the meaningful frameworks of their identity.

Through a series of tender, yet firmly guiding moments, A/l Dirt Roads Taste
of Salt brings the viewer into the life of Mack and the memories that define and shift
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her understanding of life, love, and grief. Immersed in the quiet memories of her
childhood, we learn of family customs that have passed through generations. From
catching and preparing a fish to sifting twigs from clay-rich dirt to consume, these
practices root this family and this rural community to an ancestry that spans decades
and continents. Scholars have demonstrated the practice of ingesting dirt as linked to
the slave trade and customs seen throughout West Africa and have identified it as a
common craving among pregnant women (Schmidt). The maternal origin of this
tradition is reflected in multiple scenes in this film, such as when young Mack sifts
through dirt with her mother at the riverbank, while another young girl and her mother
do the same just down the road, or when their grandmother shares the lessons her own
mother bestowed about being made of dirt and water.

In adolescence, Mack experiences a deep loss at the sudden passing of her
mother. Her absence is felt throughout the film, influencing the behaviour of all family
members, especially Mack and her older sister, Josie. The changes her death triggers
are often subtle, but they are dramatized through wordless scenes where the young girls
are seen practicing the home-making chores they learned from their late mother.

The persistence through time of domestic routines shows how nurturance and
environment affect the lives of children. The sustenance that feeds this family is guided
by the legacy of knowledge descending from Africa. But, as the film makes clear,
inherited ways of living and eating (consuming twigs and dirt) affect one’s physiology
and biology, and therefore the biology of future generations (Han and Dingemanse), so
these ancestral customs acquire a biological dimension too. Race is not biological. Yet,
we see racial distinctions among practices that affect our biology. In its cyclical nature,
one’s genetic ties to a family and a larger community carry along with them the
cumulative force of social and cultural customs. Even in situations outside the nuclear
family structure, these social customs can shape the life history of individuals
embedded in a community.

Mack’s daughter Ebony, conceived during a strained relationship with a
childhood friend named Wood, becomes a living expression of Mack’s desire to
recreate the loving bond she witnessed between her parents. The film makes this clear
in the last scenes between Mack and Wood, where their embrace mirrors the tender
moment of her young parents hugging, which Mack had watched with intense focus.
Once again, through visual echoes, the viewer is prompted to consider how love can be
both taught and inherited, even when that example may no longer be physically present.

Through Mack’s pregnancy and birthing experience, she experiences a love
from Josie that comforts and surrounds her, giving us insight into why Mack chooses
Josie to take primary custody of the child. Even though the formal mother-daughter
relationship ceases, Mack forms a connection with Ebony that transcends the bounds
of a nuclear family. And through this connection, we see a continuance of the same
lessons Mack and Josie were taught as young girls. In the place their late mother once
held, their father stands beside Mack, Josie, and the young child as they teach her to
prepare a fish that they caught together. This family remains connected within a tight-
knit community, where guidance is not restricted by belonging to one clan.

The non-chronological splicing of Mack’s different stages of life dramatizes
memory’s evanescence, yet also the way in which fragments endure. Viewers are often
drawn into a present moment, experiencing both the formation and the vanishing of
memories alongside Mack. Jackson’s prolonged focus on small visual elements reflects
how few details of a memory have stuck with Mack. At her mother’s repass, Mack, her
sister, and her grandmother sit together in the car with their hands stacked in near
silence. Few words are said, only “she’s gonna’ miss y’all” (Timestamp 00:21:23),
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repeated twice by the grandmother, while a monarch Butterly rests gently on the
dashboard. What this scene accomplishes, in its stillness and relative lack of dialogue,
is a translation of the incompleteness but persistence of a moment that defines how we
know Mack, and possibly, how she knows herself.

The film provides a nuanced exploration of identity formation within the Black
community, moving beyond the simple binary of nature versus nurture. Through
Mack’s life, the film demonstrates how genetic inheritance and cultural upbringing
intertwine to shape individual experience. The inherited traditional practices, from
preparing food to expressing love, highlight the enduring impact of ancestry and
community. The genetic connections between the individuals in this film are not
irrelevant but provide a foundation for the cultural fabric of their community to
continue through generations. The biological connections are undeniable, but what this
film emphasizes, like others we have examined, is the importance of nurturing
relationships and shared experiences in constructing Black identity. In the case of a
rural southern girl, we see her identity formed by the persistence of her ancestry.
Mack’s connection to her daughter, despite the shifting family structures, and the
communal support she receives, underscores the fluidity and complexity of identity. It
suggests that it is a continuous process shaped by both the legacies the characters inherit
and the love and guidance they receive.

Conclusion

This article has explored the complex ways in which films directed by African
Americans from 2010 to 2024 have engaged with genetic themes within the broader
sociohistorical context of bioscience and its relationship with Black communities. By
examining films across a range of genres, we have illustrated how genetics often serves
as a narrative device to critique systemic oppression, highlight resilience, and reimagine
kinship and identity. The multifaceted role of genetic themes in our group of films — as
a symbol of oppression, a tool for reclamation, and a means of discovery — reflects the
nuanced ways African American filmmakers have approached the intersections of
science, race, and storytelling. Ultimately, this research underscores the importance of
cinema as a cultural institution capable of fostering discussions about racial justice,
bioethics, and the legacies of ancestry.

Blockbuster and independent films each play crucial roles in achieving these
goals. High grossing films like Black Panther: Wakanda Forever bring genetic-related
themes to a global audience, embedding critiques of colonial exploitation and
celebrating Black scientific achievement within their revisionist narratives. Small
production and independent films in our dataset, on the other hand, delve into personal
and community-based experiences, often offering the viewer a more intimate
exploration of identity and kindship. Moonlight epitomizes the transformative potential
of independent cinema. Made with a modest budget, it grew into a critically acclaimed
film that not only won an Academy Award for Best Picture but also affected the cultural
zeitgeist by portraying Black queer masculinity and chosen families with tenderness
and depth. This evolution from a small production by A24 Studios to a global
phenomenon demonstrates the power of independent films to challenge stereotypes,
humanize African American experience, and inspire broader cultural conversations.

The scarcity of female-directed narratives in our dataset suggests a potential gap
in the cinematic exploration of how genetic themes intersect with the lived experiences
and perspectives of African American women. Increasing the number of films directed
by Black women would not only enrich the cinematic landscape but potentially offer a
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more nuanced and diverse representation of the complex interplay between genetics,
culture, and power.

As we suggest throughout this article, the use of genetic themes by African
American filmmakers has enabled a more layered understanding of bioscience’s role in
Black lives. While historical and ongoing mistrust of genetic sciences persists, films
like They Cloned Tyrone and Us reveal a dual perspective: skepticism of exploitative
systems and recognition of genetics as a means of self-discovery and community
building. By embracing this complexity while resisting pseudoscientific myths, African
American filmmakers suggest that this duality is pivotal for reframing narratives around
race and science. These cinematic contributions affirm the enduring value of Black
storytelling in reshaping perceptions of genetics, kinship, and identity.
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Notes

1. For representative interviews and reviews, see the Appendix.

2. Stephen Williams is Black-Canadian filmmaker who currently lives in Los
Angeles.

3. We did not include made for TV movies such as The Immortal Life of
Henrietta Lacks, despite its deep engagement with genetic themes. For a treatment of
genetics in the book and film by that name, see Clayton and King.
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