3 The Oscars and Hollywood>
Race Problem

When we talk about diversity, or the lack thereof, we refer to jt 4 « )
problem.” This or that industry, organization or group has 4 gender
problem or a race problem or some other kind of diversity-related prob.
lem. We identify the problem and discuss it, exhaustively, often conten.
tiously, because the problem is significant, pervasive, and for those of ys
who are most affected, the problem is personal.

Another year, another set of Oscar nominations. For the second year
in a row, no black actors have been nominated. This profound absence
is compounded by the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences
robust history of overlooking the work of actors, writers, directors and
other film professionals who are people of color.

Hollywood has a race problem. Hollywood has always had a race prob-
lem. The movie industry continues to ignore audiences of color, to ts 0¥
detriment, given the box office success of movies that do feature dl"e’s;
casts. It continues to ignore the simple fact that people of color \yﬂm:a
see their lives reflected in the movies they watch. Representation 15 ®
lot to ask. ' o ectacke

I love movies unabashedly. I always have. The cinematic S;rinccss
grabs hold of me every time. Han Solo frozen in carbonite fmd o def
Leia choking Jabba the Hutt with the chain binding her to him 5 Vivid?
ance of Private Trip in pursuit of dignity in Glory. Julia Robel‘tls;ivc 3
Ward in Pretty Woman triumphantly returning to the Rodeo tores/big
tique that snubbed her, laden with shopping bags from Of%wr Scr husb?” d
mistake, huge. Monica Wright-McCall, at center court, while ble of W
and daughter cheer her on in Love and Basketball. The ense™

ous 7, parachuting, in cars, from a cargo plane.
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ot the movies, I lose myself. There is electricity running

[ saw The Hunger Games I wanted to jump up
" g m{,ecause I couldn’t contain the emotion I was feeling. During

speechless. Nostalgia and then sorrow overwhelmed me
¢ Best Man Holiday, not once but three times. I am
a movie, soO many

el by o come together. Movies, the best and worst of th
N s and soO much pleasure. They offer escape. They are an

a .
ble memOﬂe ' i -
® whichI,as writer, aspire.
arted, though, because movies don't often feature

That gspiration is thw
ok like me. T am not interested in writing movies gt
York in an improbably large apart-

Je who lo o
peoP king for love, living in New

] light who never seems to spend much time at an

about a white man who

p Joo
ted in writing movies

m
whe? : abodY- When

people and practices

it takes O make
em, offer me

h
pent with @ Jot of natura

ctual job. [ am not interes
kind of journey to find himself or avenge 2 wrong, whether in
a and South Dakota. That there seems

he wilds of Montan
ple who Jook like me in movie making doesn’t keep

but I am constantly aware of the iron ceiling

s on some
Brooklyn of €
1o be no place for peo
me from writing OF working,

sbove me.
Asof 2012, 94 percent of academy

he demograp
duces movies and star

voters were white and 77 percent of
hics of who makes movies, Writes
s in movies are equally
t by the University of California, Los

Angeles, on diversity in Hollywood, only 10.5 percent of lead actors in
or and only 7.6 percent of movies

movies from 2011 were people of col
from that same year were written by people of color.
e released, I wasn't surprised.

I When this year’s Oscar nominations Wer
ovv;als tired, [ was, despite my fatigue, disappointed to see Ryan Coogler
looked as best director and Michael B. Jordan overlooked for best

actor : . .
e i’: t.helr work in Creed, I was frustrated that even if these men had
1 nominated, the Oscar nominations would still have been unbearably

Yet agai

our swrig:m’ people of color were told, both implicitly and explicitly, that
Ve Shouls an ways of seeing the world are not as valuable. We were told
Pagt, e satisfied with the scraps of recognition received in years

those voters were men. T
movies, edits movies, pro
stark. According to a 2014 repor
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some hope. A little more than a week after

+ e sl of pominees Was u.nveiled, the academy’s governing bo;}r]; all.
w - 4 Friday that it was going to make c.hanges that might o9 s an.
noutr:l . Tt said it was committed to doubling the number of o S the
Prodefr!n y.membe rs of color by 2020. Members will have thejr VOting:t
:::i ewed every 10 years, and that st‘atl'ls could be revoked if " mer:ll)'us
hasn't been active in the industry wx'thm th?t decade. These are o i;r
mediate solutions and they may do little to improve matters, byt 4 leas;
he academy is acknowledging the problem. Meanwhile, we still myg; fie
Hollywood’s race problem as it currently stands.

In the debate that has followed the 2016 Oscar nominations, ther,
is the usual outrage, disgust and, in some parts, indifference or thinly
veiled contempt. Robert Redford, from the Sundance festival, said:
not focused on that part. To me, it's about the work, and whatever rewarg
from that, that's great. But I don’t think about it.” Mr. Redford, of
already has his Oscar and he doesn’t think about “it” because he

There is, perhaps,

comes
course,

has the huxury of not needing to.
Charlotte Rampling, who is nominated for a best actress Oscar this

year, suggested that all this talk of Hollywood and diversity is racist
against white people. “But do we have to take from this that there should
be lots of minorities everywhere?” she asked. Let that sit for a minute.
Hear what she is saying.

Michael Caine also had some insight, asking black actors to be patient
because, well, it took him a long time to win his first Oscar. He also
noted: “In the end you can'’t vote for an actor because he’s black. You
can't say, Tm going to vote for him, he’s not very good, but he’s black, Il
vote for him” Mr. Caine trotted out that old canard that the desire o
diversity is the desire for the elevation of mediocrity.

’ Here, we have three veterans of the industry who appear t©
tioning their‘white skin as the norm, as what deserves merit beforf: any
:;Zueliisi)zercce:r/:;?tgzi_deraﬁon’ as a marker of people whose experience
S xIl?e :‘: aftermath of the nopuination announcements, the ﬁ!

piie Lec and the actor Jada Pinkett Smith and her husband, Wi

have 4] ¢ X
. stated that they plan not to attend the awards ceremony ¢
month in protes,

be posi-

{1 Smith
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- thing about 2 boycott is that there needs tobes

[ am 10t emirel-y clear what’s at stake if ye Skip théogl:{h_l.n;
the problem is not the academy, which selecys the Oscc:r\',
though Certzilinly we should turn our critica] €ye to those votera‘j
! favor white filmmakers and who tend to reward o], a ki
verse” movie that centers struggle as the mainstay in the biack E'A‘
They are just o€ part of a n‘luch larger, wholly diseased, indus:
The root of the problem is {ha; there just isn’t enough filmn
color. There isn’t enough work in the pipeline. And ~c

People Of C I
plack actors and filmmakers overlooked by the academy, 50 arc

other races and ethnicities. As often as we have conversations .
problem, the conversation remains desperately narrow, There ;
many of us demanding a rightful place in the filmmaking wc
the burden of keeping “problem” conversations alive, and the
providing solutions, also falls to us.

Actors and filmmakers of color can and should take the st
choose, but white people in the movie industry need to st
spend less time complacently reveling in their privilege. W
and filmmakers need to do more than offer a few thought
in interviews. They need to unequivocally acknowledge the
diversity problems that continue to go unsolved. They, too, n¢
home from the Oscars. They need to turn down projects that.
chromatic both in front of and behind the camera. They need
this problem as their own. o

Ifwe're going to boycott the Oscars, we also need to boyeort
studios determined to ignore the box office success of movies
people of color. We need to boycott the people who are so
Produce movies made by people of color. We need 0 boycott
that refuses to acknowledge life beyond the white experience ¢
not exception. As a movie lover, I take no pleasure in the p
staking out such a hard line so that people of color might be
ul.t imately represented on the silver screen, but Hollywood
Vith little choice.

Originally published in the New York Times, Jar
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a boycott is that there needs to be something at stake.
ot entirely clear what’s at stake if we skip the Oscars. The root
lem is not the academy, which selects the Oscar nominees,
ly we should turn our critical eye to those voters who seem
vor white Glmmakers and who tend to reward only a kind of “di-
iaSC” movie that centers struggle as the mainstay in the black experience.
hey are just one part of a much larger, wholly diseased, industry.

The root of the problem is that there just isn’t enough filmmaking by
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olor. There“i'sgrl"yt_ré‘nbi’._llgb‘;\;vbfﬁr in the pipeline. And not only are

e of .
ﬂé&ors and filmmakers overlooked by the academy, so are artists of
uher races and ethnicities. As often as we have conversations about this
problem, the conversation remains desperately narrow. There are a great
nany of us demanding a rightful place in the filmmaking world while
e burden of keeping “problem” conversations alive, and the burden of
poviding solutions, also falls to us.

Actors and filmmakers of color can and should take the stands they
thoose, but white people in the movie industry need to step up and
gend less time complacently reveling in their privilege. White actors
ud filmmakers need to do more than offer a few thoughtful words
b interviews. They need to unequivocally acknowledge the very real
diversity problems that continue to go unsolved. They, too, need to stay
bome from the Oscars. They need to turn down projects that are mono-
ch‘r(’matic both in front of and behind thgﬁc’afmefavTB_'C’Y,ﬁ,eﬁdIO-take—Oﬂ—_ N
‘hlsfﬁfoblem as their own. N

; Ijiwe’ré going to boycott the Oscars, we also need to boycc?tt the mo.vie
Udios determined to ignore the box office success of movies featuring
;?:ille of colf)r. We need to boycott the people who are so reh.lctant to
) :fe movies made by people of color. We need to boycott this system
exc:_se? to acknowledge life beyond the white experience as rule and
“Xception. As a movie lover, I take no pleasure in the prospect of
"l‘ifnate(j);ltrsmh a hard line so that people of color might be heard and
iy lf(l:ircfisc:nted on the silver screen, but Hollywood has left us

Originally published in the New York Times, January 22,2016



