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1
            Introduction

         

         There are certain frequently revisited public ‘debates’ which, for reasons of time management, I make it my habit to avoid, and have continued to avoid in the writing of this book. These include whether racism exists or not; whether racism is bad or not; whether the UK/the US/Australia, etc, is ‘a racist country’; whether such-and-such famous person really intended to be racist when they said or did something racist, and whether in their heart of hearts they are a ‘real racist’, who has, or doesn’t have, ‘a single racist bone in their body’.

         One of my reasons for avoiding such debates is also a conviction that underpins this book. I don’t believe that arguments – even the well-reasoned ones, supported by facts and statistics – are what change minds. Arguments, or debates, are much more likely to further entrench a person in their position. It is only emotion and empathy – most powerfully evoked by storytelling – that can change a person’s mind. And storytelling is at the centre of our humanity. According to some evolutionary anthropologists, it was Homo sapiens’ distinctive cognitive capacity for fiction that allowed our species to dominate the world and build large-scale systems of cooperation.1

         Still, in an age of social media discourse, when race is rarely far from the agenda, debates have a way of piling up underfoot, like so much pseudo-intellectual clutter, making it necessary to clear the ground before we can begin building something better.

         While I try to stay out of it, I do also have some sympathy for those who get sucked in. Much of the disagreement is rooted in a confusion that’s built into the language. In colloquial English we use the same inadequate word – ‘racism’ – to describe two distinct, but connected, phenomena. 1) Racism is interpersonal prejudice or bigotry based on 2skin colour or other racially coded physical traits. But 2) Racism is also the pervasive and deeply embedded disadvantage that people of colour experience as a holdover from European colonialism and transatlantic slavery, and the way in which it is produced, condoned and perpetuated by a multiplicity of social systems and structures. This is often referred to as ‘structural racism’ or ‘systemic racism’ but, just as often, simply as ‘racism’. The former definition contains no analysis of the relative power of the racial groups involved; the latter is primarily concerned with this analysis.

         It is now the consensus that to be racist in the first sense – racism 1.0, if you like – is abhorrent. Unthinkable. No siree, not me. Never would, never could. Don’t you know some of my best friends are Black? I don’t even see colour, I just see human, etc, etc. Only the ignorant rednecks in old nineties movies starring James Woods and Gene Hackman are racist-racist like that. Indeed, so unthinkably awful is it to be accused of racism that the very mention of the word can elicit a conversation-ending, pre-emptive defensiveness from self-described champions of tolerance and equality. No more sophisticated investigation of the dynamics of oppression is possible, when all the white people in the room are paralysed by the inferred insult. Thus it can be very difficult to get any meaningful discussion of racism 2.0 going – how it manifests and propagates; the extent to which all of us may be complicit; and how we can address it.

         Film and television’s role in anti-racism is a central subject of this book, and so, in an attempt to avoid the time-wasting confusion and distraction that often attends conversations about race, I have tried to be precise with my use of language. Where possible, I’ve preferred words and phrases other than ‘racist’ or ‘racism’ to convey my particular meaning. These include ‘bigotry’, ‘prejudice’, ‘white supremacy’, ‘Eurocentric’, ‘anti-Black’, ‘Islamophobic’, ‘anti-Semitic’, ‘colonialism’ and ‘colourism’.

         Another central subject of this book is the role screen-storytelling plays in constructing racial identities – an apparent daily reality in 3our lives, which is nonetheless subject to widespread confusion and misunderstanding. In 2017 the results of a study examining the DNA of some six thousand people from around the world were published.2 This study found that while some genetic differences among humans can be traced to various ancestral lineages, none of those lineages correspond to traditional ideas about race. In other words, there is no objective, scientific or genetic basis for categorising humans according to the colour of their skin or other racially coded physical features. That bears repeating: There is no objective, scientific or genetic basis for categorising humans according to ‘race’. Scientific racism is pseudo-science.

         In fact, the classification of human populations into discrete races was formally denounced much earlier than 2017, with the 1950 publication of UNESCO’s ‘The Race Question’, in response to Second World War Nazi racism. This stated that, ‘For all practical social purposes, “race” is not so much a biological phenomenon as a social myth. The myth of “race” has created an enormous amount of human and social damage.’

         Important books have already been written by geneticists, sociologists and historians working to unpick this pseudo-science of bygone centuries, and to disseminate a better general understanding of race as a construct. We might summarise all this work by saying that race, and specifically ‘whiteness’, was invented in the second half of the seventeenth century as a means to morally and legally justify the atrocities of European colonial expansion and the transatlantic slave trade. It is not our shared human genes that determine our racial identity, but our shared human history.

         To be ‘white’ in this world was to be fully human and entitled to all the human rights prescribed by the Enlightenment philosophers. When the twentieth centry arrived the key privileges of whiteness came to include control of the new mass communication and storytelling media of cinema and television. These were increasingly used to define our very understanding of what it means to be human. 4Indirectly but insistently, we were taught that to be anything other than white was to be less than human, to have your right to self-determination and so on constantly in question or under threat.

         All this does not mean race isn’t ‘real’, as is sometimes concluded, but rather that race is socially, politically and historically constructed. In certain times and places, groups including Italian American people, European Jewish people, European-descended Latin people and Gypsy, Roma and Traveller (GRT) people have all been, or continue to be, racialised as non-white by the dominant group.3 However, for the most part, in the context of the English-language film and TV industry with which we are concerned, this is not the case. For that reason, you won’t find much discussion on the representation of these groups within these pages.

         The process of racialisation – that is, the construction and categorisation of non-white racial others – positions whiteness as the norm. White is humanity’s default setting, from which all other groups diverge. In the film and TV industry, this thinking manifests in the categorisation of films and shows that star people of colour as ‘niche’ or ‘special interest’ titles, regardless of their other generic or commercial features. It is assumed that the only audience for a film about a Black teenaged lesbian is other Black teenaged lesbians, whereas a film about a straight white man is necessarily a matter of fascination for all. (I’m thinking here about Dee Rees’s funny and lyrical 2011 film Pariah, which you should watch whether you are a Black teenaged lesbian or not.)

         There are, of course, those who disagree with the above summaries and definitions, who fear that something nefarious called ‘critical race theory’ (CRT, for short) is encroaching upon our schools and universities; that acknowledging the existence of racism is divisive ‘race-baiting’; and that the diversity drive is ruining all their favourite movie franchises and TV shows. But that belongs to the category of ‘debates I make it my habit to avoid’. This book is concerned not with the demonstrable fact of race as a construct, but with two of the most 5important tools used in its construction: cinema and television.

         Which brings us to the conversations – not debates – I am interested in having. These are the ones about how screen-storytelling, having so often been an unwitting tool of racist oppression, might now be repurposed to dismantle white supremacy, and build that better, anti-racist world that – since May 2020, at least – we all say we want. These are the conversations that can sometimes be dismissed as trivial ‘culture war’ distractions by serious-minded political thinkers, and relegated to short-form social media spaces. There, they might take the form of ‘cancellations’ of comedians who still do blackface and let slip the odd n-word. Or jokey memes about Scarlett Johansson’s recent casting in yet another whitewashed East Asian role. Or critiquing the awards acceptance speech of a celebrated director as an example of ‘white feminism’ in action. As you might surmise from the fact that I’ve written a book about it, I believe that cinema’s power to challenge entrenched societal racism is real, and that these conversations are very much worth having. Moreover, they need to be had at a length that allows for the development of nuance and context beyond the memes, hot takes and quick-fire cancellations.

         In several chapters, I’ve used a popular screen genre as a starting point. This feels right because the choir I hope to preach to – and through preaching, gradually expand – is not only one that acknowledges the existence of racism. It is, perhaps more importantly, one that really really loves films and TV. Many of us experience this love flavoured by a specific fandom: horror, or superhero fantasy, or romcom. It’s also true that a screen industry culture that views ‘Black’ and ‘Asian’ as niche genres unto themselves further excludes racialised people from representation within those genres that have been popularly enjoyed since the very first nickelodeons opened their doors.

         While genre is important to this book, the old divisions of ‘movies’ and ‘television’, based on screen size or duration, seem increasingly irrelevant, now that most directors, writers and actors move fluidly between mediums and platforms. For that reason I’ve made liberal 6use of the phrases ‘screen-storytelling’ and ‘cinema’ to refer to both, and sometimes use ‘filmmaker’ to describe creators creating content for screens of any size.

         In this book, you’ll hear from a generation of filmmakers who are about the business of including people of colour within favourite genres (as in Chapter 3, ‘Race in retrospect: How colour-conscious casting changed the period drama’, and Chapter 9, ‘The real horror is racism’). Or modernising those genres that no longer serve a diverse audience (as in Chapter 5, ‘Guns don’t kill people, crime thrillers do’, and Chapter 8, ‘How the West was lost’). Or inventing new forms and conventions altogether (as in Chapter 10, ‘The first Black woman in space’).

         The fact that racism in pop culture is now an open and ongoing conversation at all is largely due to Black Lives Matter (BLM), described by co-founder Ayọ Tometi as ‘a multiracial movement for human rights’.4 BLM emerged in 2013, from the activism of three Black American women – Tometi, Patrisse Cullors and Alicia Garza – in the wake of the acquittal of George Zimmerman over the February 2012 shooting death of an unarmed Black teenager named Trayvon Martin.

         Between 2013 and 2020, Black Lives Matter grew to become the biggest protest movement in US history. Between fifteen and twenty-six million people participated in demonstrations following the police killing of George Floyd in May 2020. Internationally, there have been mass anti-racist demonstrations in sixty countries and on every continent except Antarctica, with politicians from Boris Johnson to Justin Trudeau insisting that they, too, believe ‘Black Lives Matter’. Inevitably, this has been reflected in the film and television industry – through social media movements such as 2015’s #OscarsSoWhite, hundreds of vaguely defined media diversity schemes, public statements from celebrities, and both independent production companies and big studios avowing their anti-racist intentions.

         In emphasising the importance of BLM to this conversation, I 7also want to acknowledge the possibility of overstating. I asked almost everyone I spoke to for this book about the influence of the movement on their work. While support for BLM’s message and aims was universal, I also received some pushback to the framing of my question, which came in two main forms. Firstly, there were those Black American artists who pointed out that racial violence enacted by the US on its Black and brown citizens did not begin with George Zimmerman’s gunshot, nor did resistance to racist oppression in the US begin with the subsequent BLM protests. These things are historical and ongoing.

         Secondly, there were those artists and filmmakers of colour, from elsewhere in the world and with different backgrounds, who pointed out that racism and anti-racism are global phenomena with their own local histories that may differ significantly from what happened in the US. Warwick Thornton, who is a Caméra d’Or-winning Kaytetye-Australian filmmaker, said this to me in 2022:

         
            We obviously agree with Black Lives Matter in every way, shape or form, but I’m Aboriginal, do you know what I mean? That was Day One of my life and we had always been part of that. So I have basically been consigned to Indigenous television to make these stories; this is all I’m going to do and I’m having a really good time. As I get better, I try and further my reach, but the first people I make stories for are my community, to empower them. I was doing that when I was eighteen, I’m now flippin’ fifty-one! So it’s not like some movement has created this for me.

         

         Since anti-racism and Black identity are often casually conflated, it’s important to be clear that Screen Deep is a book not only about filmmakers of the African diaspora, but also about those with East Asian and South Asian roots, and those from Indigenous groups in other lands colonised by the British. And, in Chapter 13 particularly, we’re talking about the potential and limitations of white filmmakers who, with varying degrees of self-awareness, depict ‘whiteness’ on screen. 8

         In terms of my timeline, references to movies and shows made in the previous century will feature throughout this book. I believe that to better understand colonial history is to better understand racism. My focus, however, is on the recent past, the present and the future – roughly defined as from the turn of the twenty-first century onwards.

         Students of history will know that the British were not alone in embarking on a programme of colonial expansion from the fifteenth century onwards: and there would be plenty to say about work in the languages of other European colonisers (Lupin, Netflix’s French-language answer to the BBC’s Sherlock, could easily have a chapter all to itself, for instance). For practical reasons, however, I have confined my study to English-language works. I’ve also limited myself to the narrative genres of film and television – no news, documentary or reality television. The reason for this is to avoid straying into the important but distinct area of news media, where race and racism is usually treated as a topic for debate, rather than a subject for stories.

         
​A note on language

         The two underlying principles governing my language choice are these:

         1. Clarity of meaning

         Any topic that makes people uncomfortable – and race is certainly one of those – will attract its fair share of euphemistic expression, so I’ve tried to be direct.

         2. Respect

         The basis of respectful communication is to refer to people by whatever terms they themselves would choose. Where it is not possible to discover these terms, or there is disagreement among the people in question about the most appropriate terminology, I’ve opted for whatever words seem to me to best convey a sense of our shared humanity. 9

         
​Glossary

         BAME

         This acronym for Black Asian and Minority Ethnic was once a common term, found in many official UK government documents and contexts. ‘BAME’ has its roots in 1970s UK anti-racist movements, which emphasised the solidarity or ‘political Blackness’ of all people of colour in the UK. The term has since fallen out of favour, partly due to the risk it carries of masking disparities between different ethnic groups, which can lead to such unfortunate and meaningless constructions as ‘As a BAME person …’ The UK government no longer uses ‘BAME’ in official literature, following a recommendation from the Commission on Race and Ethnic Disparities in March 2021.

         Black with a capital ‘B’

         Throughout this book ‘Black’ is capitalised when referring to people and cultures of African origin. This is partly a matter of respect (see above, principle 2): as US civil rights activist W. E. B. Du Bois said: ‘The use of a small letter for the name of twelve million Americans and two hundred million human beings [is] a personal insult.’* I have chosen not to capitalise ‘brown’ and ‘white’ when referring to race. This is because neither represents a single shared culture and history in the way that ‘Black’ does.

         colourism

         White supremacy (see definition below) often functions as a hierarchy, with whiteness at its apex. Within that hierarchy people of colour with lighter skin, straighter hair or other European-proximate features can be privileged in relation to people with darker skin tones 10or less European features. Colourism describes this type of discrimination, which often exists within communities of colour. 

         critical race theory (CRT)

         Critical race theory properly refers to an academic discipline developed in the 1970s and 1980s by Harvard Law professors Derrick Bell and Kimberlé Crenshaw. It is a framework used to analyse the ways racial disparities are reproduced by law, and certainly nothing that would ever appear on an education syllabus for primary-age children. In the 2020s, however, ‘critical race theory’ became the subject of a right-wing moral panic and its meaning drifted to encompass a whole host of anxieties about challenges to white supremacy, including how the teaching of colonial history in schools would impact the self-esteem of little white children. Since the meaning and influence of ‘CRT’ are so contested, I have not found it to be a particularly useful term in this book.

         decolonisation

         In its original sense, ‘decolonisation’ refers to the process by which a nation legally and politically gains independence from a former colonial power. In academic and arts circles, it has now taken on the wider meaning of liberating minds from colonial ideology, which seeks, by various means, to justify colonial oppression and exploitation. For example: decolonising film criticism might be considered among the aims of this book.

         diversity

         This is one of the most overused and misused terms in the subject area, so it might be helpful to refer to the Merriam-Webster dictionary. This defines diversity as ‘the condition of having or being composed of differing elements: VARIETY. especially: the inclusion of people of different races, cultures, etc. in a group or organisation’. It is nonsensical, therefore, to refer to any individual as ‘diverse’, or to 11the representation of any single ethnic group as ‘diverse’, however historically under-represented that group may be. For example, The Wire is not a ‘diverse TV show’ with regard to race. It’s a show with a majority Black cast.

         First Nations/Indigenous/Aboriginal/Native Americans

         The above are various terms used to describe the descendants of the original inhabitants of lands colonised by Europeans during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The places we now refer to as North America and Australasia are vast land masses which, prior to European invasion, were home to hundreds of diverse and distinct cultural and linguistic groups, or ‘nations’. First Nations has an advantage over these other umbrella terms in that it expresses this plurality. Where possible, I’ve used specific nations to describe the ethnicity of First Nations people. Otherwise, I’ve used a combination of the above, depending on specific circumstances and individual preferences.

         n-word

         I’m aware of persuasive arguments made for the reclaiming of the n-word (usually ending with an ‘-a’, in place of the ‘-er’) made by Black Americans, but since I’m not a Black American, those arguments don’t apply to me. Personally speaking, I’ve read, seen and heard enough of the history and legacy of the racial slur in question to find its unexpurgated usage by non-Black people both upsetting and, usually, unnecessary. I’ve chosen to spare myself and the reader both the upset and the surrounding debate by instead substituting ‘n-word’ wherever possible. There are, however, a handful of times in this book when the word is spelt out in full, always in reported speech.

         people of colour (POC)

         I’ve heard some people, often older people, express bewilderment at the increasing prevalence of ‘people of colour’ (often abbreviated to POC), 12while the superficially similar ‘coloured people’ is now deemed antiquated or offensive. Language is constantly in flux – and the term ‘coloured people’ has unpleasant historical associations – but more pertinently, the construction ‘people of colour’ privileges the humanity of the group under discussion. It is fundamentally respectful – equivalent to the difference between ‘Jews’ and ‘Jewish people’.

         As with all umbrella terms, ‘people of colour’ risks implying homogeneity where none exists. I’ve also tried, therefore, to be specific where possible and say ‘Black people’ when I mean ‘Black people’, ‘East Asian heartthrobs’ when I mean ‘East Asian heartthrobs’, and so on.

         racialised groups/people

         Another umbrella term which is sometimes preferred to alternatives such as BAME (Black, Asian and minority ethnic), the North America-specific BIPOC (Black, Indigenous and people of colour) and POC (people of colour). This is because the word ‘racialised’ carries with it an understanding of the constructed nature of race, and the social process through which some groups of people are considered to have a race or ethnicity, and other people – white people – are considered to be racially neutral.

         racist/anti-racist

         As described in more detail above, there is plenty of disagreement and controversy about the definitions of these terms, much of it disingenuous and distracting. With that in mind, and for our specific purposes, I offer these basic working definitions: any action or statement that tends towards the furtherance and maintenance of white supremacy is racist. Any action or statement that tends towards the dismantling of white supremacy is anti-racist.

         white supremacy

         Colloquially, the terms ‘white supremacist’ and ‘white supremacy’ usually refer to the kind of extremist, far-right politics associated with 13face tattoos and cross-burning ceremonies. In this book, these terms are used more generally to refer to any hierarchal ideology or system of organisation that positions whiteness at its apex. As explained in many books on the subject, the concept of race is itself rooted in white supremacy.

         
            *

         

         Beyond this, definitions and boundaries get more blurred. We can agree, I hope, that a TV show isn’t ‘about race’ just because it has Black people in it. A film isn’t anti-racist just because it’s ‘about race’. Connectedly, a filmmaker isn’t bound to confront issues of race in their work simply because they’re an Indigenous Canadian, or the child of Pakistani immigrants in Scotland.

         And yet, as I hope to show via the voices included in this book, there exists, all over the world, a community of screen-storytellers who, though disparate and distant, are converging on a common path towards racial justice. Among the genuine change-makers, there will be some posers and coat-tail riders. There always are. Still, this book is powered by an earnest, whole-hearted, unabashed belief in the world-changing power of screen-storytelling. All of us are prisoners of our own perspectives, shaped by our own life experiences, but if we have access to art, then we have a key to that prison.

         Whenever Hollywood types – high on awards-do champagne, or perhaps just the magic of cinema – suggest that their work can change the world for the better, they usually come off as risibly self-aggrandising. So let me suggest it for them: film and TV can challenge racism and change the world. The proof is what follows. 14

         
            Notes

            1 D. Smith et al., ‘Cooperation and the evolution of hunter-gatherer storytelling’, Nature Communications 8, 1853 (2017); and Yuval Noah Harari, Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind (2011; London: Harvill Secker, 2014).

            2 Jennifer L. Baker et al., ‘Human ancestry correlates with language and reveals that race is not an objective genomic classifier’, Nature, 8 May 2017.

            3 Noel Ignatiev, How the Irish Became White (New York and London: Routledge, 1995).

            4 From an interview with the author, September 2020.

         

         
            * Du Bois was writing to an editor of the Encyclopaedia Britannica in 1929, arguing for the capitalisation of Negro, but the point still stands.

         

      

   


   
      
         
15
            1

            A personal reflection on why representation matters, and why it doesn’t

         

         When I was a girl, my mother used to tell me that being mixed-race made me special. In me, and in her – my mother is also mixed-race – were united Black and white. We were the realisation of Martin Luther King Jr.’s dream, that ‘little Black boys and Black girls will be able to join hands with little white boys and white girls as sisters and brothers’. It’s quite a grand mantle to place on the slouched shoulders of a seven-year-old kid. But I didn’t feel over-burdened. I liked it.

         Now that I am older and have read, among other relevant texts, the full transcription of MLK’s speech from the 1963 March on Washington, I no longer believe that justice will be achieved one adorable brown baby at a time. I do, however, appreciate what my mum’s lullaby of racial identity did for my self-esteem. In particular it was good to see, through her eyes, a positively construed version of who I was, because there was very little of that sort to be found in movies or television, at the time.

         Representation matters: this is a sacred tenet of contemporary thinking on media and screen culture, and, in large part, the impetus behind the writing of books like this one. But what constitutes good on-screen representation? What does it feel like to be misrepresented or not represented at all? What are the consequences for society if certain groups of people cannot see themselves and their lives reflected in popular screen culture? And once we achieve this state of ideal representation, will all our problems with race and racism be solved?

         I can tell you what it was like for me. I was born in Hackney, East London, in 1983, as the only child of soon-to-be divorced parents, and the first sixteen years of my life were divided between their separate residences, on two different council estates in the borough. This was 16the pre-gentrification Hackney of the 1980s and 1990s, a place known across the rest of London and the UK for its concentration of poverty, immigrant communities and high crime rates. This reputation kept the rents low, in turn attracting the kinds of artistically inclined layabouts who usually constitute the first wave in the now-familiar cycle of urban gentrification. But we weren’t quite there yet.

         My parents were both from working-class backgrounds and educated to degree level, in the time before university tuition fees made such a trajectory vanishingly rare. My white father was an immigrant of sorts, having moved down from the north-eastern city of Newcastle in the early 1970s to study for a teaching qualification at a North London polytechnic. My Black mother definitely wasn’t, having been born and raised in the neighbouring borough of Tower Hamlets – though since her father had immigrated from Jamaica in the 1950s, and her mother was the daughter of Irish immigrants, she knew something about what it meant to wear that label. Hackney became home for both of them, and it was the only home I ever knew. Being from Hackney – a ‘Hackney girl’ – figured much more in my burgeoning sense of identity than race or class ever did.

         The primary school I attended was, like me, a mix. The Guardian columnist Aditya Chakrabortty, whose mother, Mrs Chakrabortty, taught me in Year 2, has described the staffroom of our school as ‘a whistlestop tour of the British empire: Nigeria, Trinidad, Ireland, India, Pakistan. All women, quick on their feet and with their wits, and on pay far below their qualifications.’1 I’d only add that the children encompassed an even broader range of backgrounds. Some of us were the descendants of earlier immigration waves and others were more recently arrived. You could keep more or less abreast of current global news events by greeting the new kids in class, direct from civil war in Somalia, or a major Irish Traveller site eviction somewhere in Essex.

         As children, we were as familiar with the stories of Rama and Sita from the Hindu epic, or Anansi the spider from West African 17folklore, as we were with the Fresh Prince theme tune or Marvel’s Spider-Man. In assemblies, in place of C of E hymns, we sang songs in Congolese, nursery rhymes about the Australian kookaburra and Whitney Houston’s 1985 hit ‘Greatest Love of All’. Thirty years later, I can still recite the words to all of them, although I’d struggle to get past the first verse of ‘God Save the King’. In this environment, it was also not at all unusual to be mixed-race, so while I didn’t know anyone else who shared my specific combo of canny-Geordie-lass-Jamaican communist-revolutionary-Armada-Irish-Hackney girl, I still fit right in. When all of us stand out, none of us do.

         Did I see my multicultural self, and my multicultural world, reflected on TV and in film? Actually, yes, to a point. It was my good fortune to be born in the year after Channel 4 began transmission with a ‘cultural diversity’ remit and around the time erstwhile British Black Panther Farrukh Dhondy was appointed as their first ever ‘commissioning editor for multicultural programming’.

         By the time I was old enough to work a remote control, the fruits of these efforts were ripe for my appreciation, in the shape of Channel 4’s barbershop sitcom Desmond’s (1989–94), and shows on other channels that followed C4’s programming lead. The BBC sketch show The Real McCoy (1991–6) was one of these, and it featured plenty of the Black comedians who’d come up at the Hackney Empire, a familiar neighbourhood theatre and former music hall, which I walked past almost every day of my young life. The British South Asian follow-up Goodness Gracious Me (1996–2001), co-created by Real McCoy regulars Meera Syal and Sanjeev Bhaskar, was responsible for ‘kiss my chuddies’ entering the playground lexicon in a big way (I remember my classmate Sunil’s proud grin; he’d been saying ‘chuddies’ for ages). The nineties was also a heyday for Black American sitcoms, such as The Cosby Show (1984–92), Hangin’ with Mr Cooper (1992–7) and Moesha (1996–2001), starring pop star Brandy, which we caught either on first UK transmission or as reruns. None, though, rivalled the popularity of the Will Smith vehicle The Fresh Prince of 18Bel-Air (1990–6), which was staple viewing among all my friends, Black, white and brown.

         The cult-status films that all the cool kids had seen, or claimed to, were also often Black American comedies like House Party (1990) or Friday (1995), or nostalgic, civil rights-era coming-of-agers like Stand by Me (1986) and John Waters’s original Hairspray (1988). My favourites, though, were more racially segregated. I had taped-off-the-telly VHS copies of the must-see musicals, Grease (1978) and Bugsy Malone (1976), at both my mum’s and my dad’s homes. Indeed, the only time I remember my divorced parents successfully co-parenting was when they somehow conspired for all four of these well-worn VHSs to be ‘accidentally’ recorded over on the same weekend.

         They probably felt pretty smug about it at the time, but from there on in, my viewing tastes only deteriorated. I turned thirteen at the end of 1996, meaning my growing obsession with film coincided with a boom in US indie auteur cinema. I read Robert Rodriguez’s Rebel Without a Crew and The Guerrilla Filmmakers Handbook, and my favourite films – Vincent Gallo’s Buffalo ’66 (1998), Ted Demme’s Beautiful Girls (1996) – were all directed by white men, and typically featured grown men with attitudes to girls around my own age that 2020s Twitter would term ‘problematic’ at best. When, aged fifteen, I got ID’d and turned away while attempting to purchase an 18-rated VHS copy of Pulp Fiction at HMV Oxford Street, I recorded it off late-night Channel 4 instead. The cover I collaged myself, from pictures of Uma Thurman and Samuel L. Jackson cut out of back copies of Neon, Hotdog and Premiere magazine, which also served to decorate my school folders and bedroom walls.

         Superficially, then, there was no lack of diverse racial representation for people growing up in the UK during this period. But if your interest in film and television went any deeper, the gaps became noticeable. People of colour remained mostly confined to comedy and musical entertainment spaces. If it was a fully rounded, nuanced, dramatic representation of a human being you were after, someone 19with internal life, in all its contradictions and complexities, then you were looking at an indie film about a probably middle-class, probably thirty-something, definitely white man. There were three – but only three – films made during the 1990s that referred to Black British life. These were Young Soul Rebels (Isaac Julien, 1991), Welcome II the Terrordome (Ngozi Onwurah, 1995) Babymother (Julian Henriques, 1998), and sadly none of them crossed my radar until much later.

         Sometimes you don’t know what you’ve been missing out on until it belatedly arrives. That was the case for me and likely other British people with Black Caribbean heritage – the children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren of the Windrush generation – when Small Axe arrived in November 2020. Sir Steve McQueen’s five-part anthology series told four true stories and one imagined one, set between the late 1960s and the mid-1980s. The fact that it aired on television, on the national broadcaster’s flagship channel, BBC One, was also significant. Watching Small Axe provided us with the rare thrill of representation, but it also signalled that these histories are national histories – they are for everyone.

         Small Axe also reached a wide audience beyond the Windrush descendants, dazzling us, as it did, with the combined wattage of several internationally celebrated Black British stars. Here was Letitia Wright, Black Panther’s Shuri, playing a real-life British Black Panther hero, Altheia Jones-LeCointe. Here was John Boyega, a Star Wars ex-stormtrooper, exploring what it meant to be a Black officer in the Met Police. And, of course, the whole anthology was helmed by McQueen, a Grenadian-Trinidadian Londoner, who’d already secured his place in cinema history with 2013’s 12 Years a Slave. That film had made McQueen the first Black director of an Academy Award-winning ‘Best Picture’, and now this Oscar-winning director was making an equivalent historical epic about Black people in this country.

         While Small Axe arrived some twenty years too late to be formative for me, I didn’t feel its absence, exactly. I simply did what I think most screen-raised kids do, mixed-race or otherwise, and found my 20dubious role models where I could. There was a little bit of Llewella Gideon’s attitude in The Real McCoy’s Caribbean takeaway sketch in there, plus shades of EastEnders’ Kat Slater drunkenly snarling and Liv Tyler howling in Empire Records (1995), all mediated through the inner calm of Forest Whitaker’s Mafia hitman in Ghost Dog: The Way of the Samurai (1999). It was a pieced-together, cut-and-paste collage of identity, just like one of my home-made VHS covers.

         Ultimately, though, I was well served by the prevalent media culture of the time. ‘Well served’ because my real-world surroundings had already exposed me to people from a variety of class, ethnic, regional and national backgrounds – the kinds of people who TV and film at that time mostly ignored. I knew these people to be real humans, with the usual full human complement of good and bad qualities. I could empathise with them as with my own family, friends and neighbours – as with myself. TV and film, then, provided the one perspective that was missing – the perspective that I very rarely, if ever, encountered first-hand growing up: that of the posh white man. I needed film and TV to teach me how such exotic creatures thought and felt about the world. Screen-storytelling met that need, and then some.

         Crucially, good representation is about more than just the opportunity to see reflections of yourself, whoever you are, on screen. In a 2017 speech at the House of Commons (more on this in Chapter 6), the British Pakistani actor Riz Ahmed identified his ‘three Es’ – the three key ways in which our society is in danger of losing out if we fail to represent: ‘One is we’re going to lose people to extremism. Second, we’re going to lose out on an expansive idea of who we are as individuals and as a community, and thirdly, we’re going to really lose out on the economic benefits that proper representation can bring to our economy.’2

         Ahmed’s audience of MPs and industry leaders was probably most interested in the first and third of these points – the threat of terrorism and the cash. It’s his second E, however – ‘an expansive idea of 21who we are as individuals and as a community’ – that has the most enduring and wide-ranging relevance for the rest of us.

         If we’re interested in how screen-storytelling can reinforce or challenge societal racism, a narrow focus on representation is misleading, in that it obscures the barriers presented by other forms of structural racism. Just because you can see it, doesn’t necessarily mean you can be it. Netflix’s mega-hit Bridgerton introduced two South Asian leads in its second season, for instance, and still the UK’s ethnicity pay gap for workers from Bangladeshi and Pakistani backgrounds remains as wide as ever.

         But on-screen representation can play a transformative role in society, provided it is understood as more than a niche issue, of interest only to marginalised communities and so-called ‘ethnic minorities’. As Ahmed said to his House of Commons audience, ‘The power of stories to allow us to relate to experiences that don’t resemble our own is phenomenal, and every time we see those experiences, it reminds us that what unites us is far, far greater than what divides us.’ While a lifetime of consuming mainstream film and TV has taught the rest of us to empathise with the joys and struggles of slim, good-looking white people – and particularly the posh, male, straight ones – white people have been missing out on this specific sort of screen-storytelling joy. That’s simply unfair. Justice for white film buffs, please.

         So good representation is about more than just the opportunity to see people very like ourselves up on screen, and be inspired by the possibilities for greatness. But even when understood in this more expansive, ‘Riz Ahmed’ sense, representation is not the be-all-and-end-all of anti-racism on screen.

         I grew up in an era in which multiculturalism was making inroads in British screen culture, and still, the first film I saw that settled deep in my soul, the one that spoke to me about my own racial identity like no other, was a film that came out long before I was born, fifty-eight years before Ahmed started talking about media representation in the House of Commons, and a good four years before Martin 22Luther King made his ‘I have a dream’ speech. Douglas Sirk’s Imitation of Life (1959) must have been on television one afternoon in the mid-nineties, because I remember watching it with my mother. Specifically, I remember her teasingly comparing me to Sarah Jane (Susan Kohner), the tragically ambitious, ingrate, mixed-race daughter of the long-suffering Black maid, Annie (Juanita Moore).
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         Annie and Sarah Jane’s story is one of two parallel single-mother/ only-daughter relationships in the film, and the least important, in terms of social status and – ostensibly – the narrative. The star-billed Lana Turner plays the other mother, Lora, an actress who takes in Annie as her live-in housekeeper and is subsequently able to pursue her showbiz ambitions ‘a little late’ thanks to Annie’s practical and emotional support. Sandra Dee plays Lora’s daughter Susie, a blameless blonde child-woman, who is nonetheless subject to Sarah Jane’s envious wrath. 23

         Lora/Lana may be a star of stage, screen and her own household, but is she the true star of this movie? Sirk’s sumptuous, subversive direction, combined with Turner’s own somewhat icy demeanour, suggest she is only the ‘Imitation’, while the ‘Life’ of the film lies elsewhere. The Academy apparently agreed, bestowing the film’s only two Oscar nominations on Moore and Kohner in the Best Supporting Actress category. (The award eventually went to Shelley Winters for her role in The Diary of Anne Frank.)

         While Lora builds a Broadway career, the light-skinned Sarah Jane (Susan Kohner) is chasing her own dreams. Only by ‘passing’ as white, and rejecting the love of her saintly mother, can Sarah Jane access the opportunities that Susie takes for granted. Meanwhile, for dark-skinned Annie, equality is so distant a prospect that it’s dangerous even to dream of, and she tries in vain to pass on the same cautious contentment with life’s lot to her daughter. It’s a powerful emotional bind which Sirk cranks up into the most ruthlessly tear-jerking mamadrama since Bambi found himself all alone in the dark forest.

         His direction is impressively unafraid of excess – in emotion, in design, in layer upon layer of irony. A more ‘tasteful’ filmmaker might have averted his camera in the scene where Sarah Jane is rejected and savagely beaten by the boyfriend (Troy Donahue) who discovers her secret. Sirk not only holds still, but adds a wild, discordant jazz soundtrack to intensify the moment’s melodrama.* (In a further cruel, metatextual twist of the knife, Donahue would soon after couple up on screen with Sandra Dee, in 1959’s A Summer Place. A boyfriend lost twice over.) 24

         For me, Sirk’s 1950s masterpiece offered the thrill of representation, combined with the thrill of taboo. In Sarah Jane I saw myself: a light-skinned mixed-race girl from a mostly Black, working-class community, with ambitions to get on in the white worlds of elite academia and the British media, and guilty feelings about the sacrifices that would entail. But representation at last isn’t the full story of what makes that film – and other passing narratives – so compelling.

         Films like Imitation of Life (1934 and 1959), Pinky (1949), Devil in a Blue Dress (1995), BlacKkKlansman (2018), Sorry to Bother You (2018), Passing (2021), even White Chicks (2004), describe in richly cinematic language a truth that many mixed-race people know in their bones – that racial boundaries are porous and bogus. That none of us fit neatly into the categories that society sorts us into. That no human being is adequately defined by a few phenotypical traits.

         While cultural theorists reference Stuart Hall’s description of race as a ‘floating signifier’ and historians might talk about the significance of the 1661 Barbados Slave Code, scientific racism – or rather pseudo-scientific racism – still pervades the everyday understanding of race. One important way in which a film or TV show can be anti-racist, therefore, is by pushing us towards a more nuanced, multi-perspective understanding of what defines us as individuals and what unites us as a human race. Being a mixed-race movie lover has given me reason to grapple with such issues since childhood, but as discussed in the next chapter, race and cinema have an entanglement that extends far beyond my biography. That’s the bad news. The good news is that we may be moving away from a screen culture that represents only one small section of human experience, towards a deeply rooted diversity that can fill in the blanks for everyone.

         
            Notes

            1 Aditya Chakrabortty, ‘What my mother’s glorious life taught me about Britain today’, Guardian, 30 April 2020.

            2 Riz Ahmed, Channel 4 Diversity Speech, delivered at the House of Commons, 2 March 2017.

         

         
            * I suspect that this is the specific scene in Imitation of Life that landed Richard Pryor in military jail. According to Pryor’s memoir, the film was screened while he was stationed in Germany in 1959. When a young white soldier laughed too loud, a brawl broke out, during which Pryor stabbed him. Such is the emotional pitch of this particular scene that I, too, would feel the urge to pull a knife on anyone who laughed at Sarah Jane’s heartbreaking humiliation. Richard Pryor, Pryor Convictions: And Other Life Sentences (Los Angeles: Revolver Books, 1995).
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            The movies in Black and white

            A brief history of race and racism in Hollywood cinema

         

         How deep does the connection between race and cinema go? For many commentators, the fact that Hollywood’s first blockbuster is also extremely racist is best characterised as an unfortunate coincidence.

         Few dispute the technical virtuosity of The Birth of a Nation, D. W. Griffith’s three-hour, twelve-reel, nationalist epic. The 1915 film is credited with realising the full potential of cinema by transforming a fairground novelty into an emotive storytelling medium, with innovations including kinetically shot action sequences, cross-cutting between scenes to build tension and close-ups to create a sense of intimacy. Actress and United Artists studio co-founder Mary Pickford acknowledged this legacy as early as 1924, saying, ‘Birth of a Nation was the first picture that really made people take the motion picture industry seriously.’1

         Also widely acknowledged – both at the time of release and now – is the film’s horrific success in inciting and emboldening racism. In the midst of a period historians would later refer to as America’s ‘Age of Lynching’, the plot’s themes of white pride and racial purity, heroically defended against much Northern treachery and Black arrogance, met with a receptive audience. At this point in US history, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), which would go on to play a pivotal role in the civil rights activism of the 1950s and 1960s, was still a relatively young organisation, having been formed just six years earlier. Even at this early stage, the leadership recognised the propagandist potential of this new moving picture release. They organised marches in numerous cities, calling for The Birth of a Nation to be banned. 26

         Griffith’s film wasn’t banned, but these protests did succeed in setting off the director’s persecution complex. Like the latter-day cancellation martyrs who are granted huge public platforms in national newspapers and TV news broadcasts, from which to complain about their ‘silencing’, Griffith would go on to make a three-hour film – 1916’s Intolerance – by way of extended complaint against the censorship to which he was (not, actually) subject.

         After opening in Riverside, California, on 1 January 1915, The Birth of a Nation toured the major US cities and even picked up a tacit presidential seal of approval with a well-publicised special screening at the White House on 18 February 1915. (Woodrow Wilson was an old college chum of Thomas Dixon Jr., author of the 1905 novel, The Clansman, on which the film is based.) It worked. The Birth of a Nation was not only huge in terms of box-office revenue (it was the highest-grossing film on record, until Gone with the Wind in 1939), it was also hugely impactful on its audience. These were people who’d never before experienced cinema on such an epic, effective scale.

         The Alabama-born preacher William Joseph Simmons was one such audience member. In November 1915, he revived the then-dormant Ku Klux Klan by organising a cross-burning ceremony at Stone Mountain, Georgia. Cross-burning wasn’t actually a KKK practice until The Birth of a Nation’s powerful visuals made it so. Simmons’s announcement of his founding of this ‘World’s greatest Secret, Patriotic, Fraternal, Beneficiary Order’ was carried in a local Atlanta paper, right next to an advertisement for Griffith’s film. Thus, as historian John Hope Franklin has written, ‘Birth of a Nation was the midwife in the rebirth of the most vicious terrorist organisation in the history of the United States.’2

         The Birth of a Nation’s anti-Black racism is overt – most Black characters are played by white actors in burnt-cork blackface and depicted as watermelon-eating, intellectually inferior rapists who deserve to be lynched. But there is another significant aspect of the 27film’s narrative that’s often lost in its retrospective characterisation as simplistic ‘Lost Cause’ propaganda. This was the part that likely appealed most to President Woodrow Wilson and a significant section of the less rabidly racist audience: a hopeful message of reconciliation.

         The narrative imperative towards resolution – to choosing peace over justice – is the essence of the glib Hollywood happy ending; we’ll see it resurface numerous times over the decades, and through the forthcoming chapters of this book, in contexts ranging from the interracial buddy-cop movies of the 1980s to the family sitcoms of the 1990s and the colour-conscious period romance of the 2020s. In this case, though, the hoped-for reconciliation was not between Black and white, but between Confederate and Union.

         The Birth of a Nation romances between Phil and Margaret and Ben and Elsie demonstrate how two families driven asunder by the Civil War might later come together in friendship and patriotism. In this Confederate-leaning film (Griffith was the Kentucky-born son of a Confederate Army colonel), even Union leader Abraham Lincoln is sympathetically portrayed as ‘the Great Heart’. Significantly, it’s the necessity to suppress the insurgent Black Americans that provides the bonding opportunity. As one of the film’s intertitles puts it: ‘The former enemies of North and South are united again in defense of their Aryan birthright.’

         In the years since The Birth of a Nation, critics and cultural commentators have struggled to reconcile praise for its technical and narrative brilliance with its undeniable racism. As a result, the two are often considered separately, with the racism pre-emptively condemned, then set to one side so that the real analysis can begin. It’s a convenient fudge, but it will not do. Narrative filmmaking of the kind The Birth of a Nation pioneered is evaluated not in spite of, but according to its emotional and persuasive impact on an audience. The Birth of a Nation’s greatness is inextricably tied to its racism: it worked so powerfully by 28intuiting, harnessing and emboldening the racist sentiment that was already widespread in America.

         It would be easier to believe that The Birth of a Nation’s racism was merely coincidental to its importance in the history of cinema, if these sorts of coincidences didn’t keep on happening. The advent of synchronised sound in the late 1920s – the greatest technical innovation since the medium’s invention – will be forever associated with a blackface Al Jolson singing ‘My Mammy’ in The Jazz Singer (1927). When The Birth of a Nation was finally overtaken as the highest-grossing film in history, it was by another glorification of the slavery era, Gone with the Wind (1939), which would hold on to that record for another twenty-five years. And when Gone with the Wind’s Hattie McDaniel made history in 1940, as the first person of colour to win an Academy Award – man or woman, in any awards category – it was for playing a very specific sort of role. Her ‘Mammy’ is a phenomenal, larger-than-life performance, the mammy par excellence, but McDaniel’s was neither the first nor the last manifestation of this enduring and damaging screen trope.

         The ministries of mammy

         For much of the twentieth century, Black women on screen were primarily depicted as workers in domestic or care-giving roles. This was a pop-culture insult added to the real-world injury of Black women’s severely limited economic opportunities in the period, a situation McDaniel summed up in her oft-quoted comment: ‘I’d rather play a maid than be one.’ Still, the mammy’s narrative purpose is to support the white lead with homespun wisdom or large-bosomed comfort, and her key character attribute is utter, selfless devotion to the white people she serves. Her employers needn’t feel guilty or even mildly curious about the home life she’s neglecting in order to tend to them; she has none. 29

         It’s worth emphasising that the mammy herself is pure fictional invention.* She began popping up in the antebellum, pro-slavery literature of 1830s America, epitomised by the Aunt Chloe character in Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 1852 novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin, and later rose to prominence in the popular post-Civil War genre of nostalgic-to-the-point-of-historical-revisionism childhood memoirs. Over the years, mammy’s appearance changed – even Aunt Jemima pancakes had ditched the headscarf and shawl by 1989 – but the character type persisted. To a white America struggling to come to terms with its own history, a history everyday evident in the ongoing oppression of Black Americans, the mammy’s contentment with her lot functioned as escapist fantasy, a suggestion that slavery hadn’t been so bad after all. It seems mammy fulfilled her soothing function so well, she was allowed to stay on long after the children had supposedly grown up and moved on.

         For generations of Black actresses, this has meant that mammy roles are the only roles – and certainly the only ones in contention for any industry recognition. In the twenty years that followed McDaniel’s historic win, only three more Black women were nominated for Academy Awards, and two of those nominees – Ethel Waters in Pinky (1949) and Juanita Moore in Imitation of Life (1959) – were also for mammy-type roles. The rule-proving exception was Dorothy Dandridge’s Best Actress nomination for the 1954 musical Carmen Jones. Dandridge was considered a great beauty of the age, but her only chance of playing the lead was in a film with an all-Black cast. Even up until the 2010s, it was difficult for any Black actress, who 30was not Halle Berry,† to forge a successful Hollywood career without playing a few mammy roles along the way. According to her IMDb filmography, Octavia Spencer has played a maid, nurse or cleaner a total of twenty-one times, including her Oscar-winning performance in 2011’s The Help. 

         The first films to depict Black characters as more than thin, racist caricatures were – non-coincidentally – the first to be Black-directed. Also non-coincidentally, these films had to be made independently of the Hollywood studio system, if they were to be made at all. Black talent like Oscar Micheaux of the Micheaux Film Corporation (operating from 1918 to 1940) and brothers Noble‡ and George Johnson of the Lincoln Motion Picture Company (1916 to 1922) made films specifically for Black audiences, created by the (de facto or de jure) segregation of movie theatres across the US. This same audience was also targeted by several white-owned companies and producers, such as brothers Leo C. Popkin and Harry M. Popkin of Million Dollar Productions, who partnered with Black actor and filmmaker Ralph Cooper – nicknamed ‘Dark Gable’.

         The fact that the diverse range of films made by these companies – family melodramas, musical comedies and historical epics – was known collectively as ‘race films’ speaks to both the film industry’s habit of ghettoising Black stories as ‘niche’, and the ongoing conflation of the distinct subject matters of ‘Blackness’ and ‘racism’. Indeed, if there’s one thing all the ‘race films’ of the pre-war period had in common, it’s how rarely they addressed the subject of racial injustice.

         Actors of colour had started winning Academy Awards in the 1930s, but only for racially stereotyped roles in white-written, 31white-directed films. Hollywood took a lot longer to acknowledge or award people of colour in creative positions of power – and even longer to recognise POC filmmakers telling POC stories. In 2006, Taiwanese director Ang Lee became the first person of colour to win Best Director for Brokeback Mountain, a film with two white American leads.§ Mexican directors Alfonso Cuarón, Guillermo del Toro and Alejandro González Iñárritu have multiple wins between them, but only Cuarón’s 2019 Best Picture winner Roma also featured a POC lead (Indigenous Mexican actress Yalitza Aparicio, who was also nominated for her performance). At time of writing, the Best Director Academy Award has never been awarded to a Black person, although two Black men have directed Best Picture winners – Sir Steve McQueen with 12 Years a Slave (2013) and Barry Jenkins with Moonlight (2016). 

         The situation for non-Black people of colour in twentieth-century Hollywood was different but no better. The exotic fantasy adventures that had originated in pulp fictions continued to be popular in movie form. Even in landmark films like The Thief of Bagdad (1924), Cleopatra (1963), Lawrence of Arabia (1962) and Aladdin (1992), cultural distinctions between the diverse populations of the Middle East, North Africa, Central Asia and South Asia were lost in the orientalist mists of the Arabian night. The Yellow Peril panic and ambient anti-Chinese racism of the early twentieth century was reflected not only in early Hollywood’s fascination with East Asian stories, but also in the resulting yellowface casting in which white actors got all the best roles. There was New Yorker Richard Barthelmess, who played Cheng Huan in D. W. Griffith’s 1919 film Broken Blossoms. Or Mary Pickford in Madame Butterfly. Or Myrna Loy in multiple late 1920s and 1930s films. 32

         Acting foreign with Anna May Wong

         It wasn’t as if there was a shortage of ethnically appropriate actors for these roles, either, even if casting agents were too lazy to look outside the Greater Los Angeles area. Anna May Wong, born in Los Angeles in 1905, became Hollywood’s first Chinese American star and had a career trajectory that exemplified the difficulties faced by many nonwhite actors of the time.
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         After becoming enamoured with moving pictures while still a young child, Wong worked her way up from background bit player to her first lead role, aged seventeen. It was in the 1922 film The Toll 33of the Sea, a loose, China-set adaptation of the Japan-set opera Madama Butterfly. She won critical acclaim for her portrayal of the tragic bride, Lotus Flower, whose abandonment by her American husband leads inexorably to suicide. Then her career hit a standstill.

         What could she do next? The Hollywood of that era simply didn’t have the imagination to create starring roles for an East Asian woman, and she was reduced to providing exotic atmosphere in other actors’ star vehicles, including Drifting (1923) starring Priscilla Dean, The Thief of Bagdad (1924) starring Douglas Fairbanks and Peter Pan (1924) starring Betty Bronson. Even when the films were set in China and about Chinese characters – as with Mr. Wu (1927) and The Crimson City (1928) – Wong would be passed over in favour of white actors in yellowface. By 1928, a thoroughly frustrated Wong had decamped to Europe, telling an interviewer, ‘There seems little for me in Hollywood, because, rather than real Chinese, producers prefer Hungarians, Mexicans, American Indians for Chinese roles.’3 (This was by no means a complaint only among actors of East Asian origin; indeed, Wong herself had been cast as Indigenous American in a couple of her early pictures).

         Europe proved more appreciative of Wong’s talents and she had a string of starring roles, first in Germany, then in England. In 1930, though, she was lured home to Hollywood with the promise of a contract at Paramount, and, no doubt, the proximity of friends and family. For the rest of the decade, Wong travelled back and forth across the Atlantic, always in search of decent roles and often finding herself playing the stereotypical East Asian woman instead. Notable films of this era include Daughter of the Dragon (1931), Shanghai Express (1932) with Marlene Dietrich, and Java Head (1934). This latter picture at least has the distinction of including one of the first – if not the first – interracial kisses in cinema, between Wong and her white British co-star John Loder (see Chapter 7).

         It was often unsatisfying work, but Wong’s worst career humiliation still lay ahead. She had been campaigning for the lead role of 34O-Lan in the screen adaptation of Pearl S. Buck’s popular Chinese-set novel The Good Earth since its publication in 1931. That role instead went to white German American actress Luise Rainer, who would go on to win the Academy Award. MGM’s head of production Irving Thalberg had tried to palm Wong off with the supporting role of the deceitful courtesan, Lotus, but she refused. Later, after travelling extensively around China, Wong reflected on her career disappointments to date: ‘I am convinced that I could never play in the Chinese Theatre. I have no feeling for it. It’s a pretty sad situation to be rejected by Chinese because I’m “too American” and by American producers, because they prefer other races to act Chinese parts.’4

         Lack of opportunity, stereotyped roles, exile from home and finally being made to understand that you are both too ethnic and not ethnic enough: Anna May Wong travelled a path that actors of colour still struggle to diverge from today.

         Colourism and the ‘in-house ethnic’

         Hollywood’s generally slapdash approach to depicting non-white people also combined with institutional racism to create an ignoble-yet-profitable career path for certain mid-century character actors. Among those to take advantage were Iron Eyes Cody, a Sicilian American, born Espera Oscar de Corti in Kaplan, Louisiana. Cody not only played Native American characters in numerous Westerns on screen, but lived as a Native American off-screen too, claiming Indigenous ancestry until his death in 1999.¶ This was only the most extreme iteration of a fairly standard Hollywood practice. Many big stars of the period played redface roles, including Burt Lancaster, Victor Mature, Rock Hudson and Kirk Douglas.

         Other actors were more conflicted about their participation in this system. Puerto Rican actress Rita Moreno was eighteen when she was 35signed to MGM in 1950, and the importance of her racial identity was made immediately clear when studio head Louis B. Mayer proclaimed her ‘the Spanish Elizabeth Taylor’. Prior to landing the groundbreaking – and iconically Puerto Rican – role of Anita in West Side Story (1961), her studio work consisted mainly of what she calls ‘house ethnic’5 roles, supporting parts playing, variously, Gypsy, Polynesian, Egyptian, Native American, Thai and more: ‘I had to play every kind of island girl and girl with dark skin that ever came up in a movie. And that became so depressing, because those kinds of roles limited the kind of thing I could do. And you know, that’s ultimately what sent me into psychotherapy – thank goodness. Thank God for psychotherapy!’ The role of Anita was something different at last. ‘She meant everything because it was a leading role. But more than that, it was a leading role that had substance and a sense of dignity about it and self-respect. I hadn’t done that in a very, very, very long time – or ever! – in films.’6 

         Yet even West Side Story left much to be desired in terms of Latin representation. The film’s other significant Puerto Rican roles were played by a Russian American Natalie Wood and a Greek American George Chakiris, while even Moreno was cosmetically altered to match the Hollywood conception of what a Latina woman should look like:

         
            I was putting on this very, very dark make-up and said to [the make-up artist] ‘I hate this make-up. I don’t understand why I can’t be my own colour’ – in as much as I am Puerto Rican! Hello? His riposte was absolutely stunning. He actually said to me, ‘What’s the matter? Are you racist or what?’ I was so shocked. I didn’t even know what to say.7

         

         The suggestion that Moreno’s discomfort at wearing skin-darkening make-up was somehow racist is silly, of course; that she wanted to authentically represent her own ethnicity while letting her pores breathe freely is explanation enough. Still, the issue of colourism 36within Latin groups was a real and complicating factor in her on-set experience. It would come up again for Moreno, sixty years later, when both she and West Side Story got a rare chance at a do-over.

         In 2021, Steven Spielberg released his own screen version of the quintessential Manhattan musical, and this time around, a great amount of care went into casting Latin actors in all the Latin roles. These included Moreno, as a new character, Valentina, the Latina widow of drugstore owner Doc (Ned Glass in the original film). Puerto Rican-heritage actress Ariana DeBose was cast in Moreno’s former role of Anita and, like her predecessor, won the Best Supporting Actress Academy Award.

         Colourism came up when, in a talk-show appearance to promote West Side Story, Moreno leapt to the defence of her friend Lin-Manuel Miranda, who had received criticism about the lack of Afro-Latin representation in his recently released movie version of In the Heights. The clearly West Side Story-influenced musical is set in the predominantly Afro-Dominican NYC neighbourhood of Washington Heights, yet it centres on mostly light-skinned or white-passing Latin people. On the talk show, Moreno dismissed the criticism as ill-timed and misdirected: ‘Well I’m simply saying, can’t you just wait a while and leave it alone? … I mean, they’re really attacking the wrong person.’ Within a day or two, however, she’d posted a new, apologetic statement on Twitter: ‘I was clearly dismissive of black lives that matter in our Latin community,’ she wrote. ‘It is so easy to forget how celebration for some is lament for others.’ She concluded by pledging her ‘resolve to be more inclusive of the Afro-Latino community going forward’, with the final sign-off, ‘See, you CAN teach this old dog new tricks.’

         In a social media age, when first-hand accounts of differing experiences and perspectives are available instantaneously, the progressive consensus shifts fast. Public figures are expected to keep up. Moreno met that expectation and, note, she was not ‘cancelled’. If anything, her status as a groundbreaking icon of Lantinx representation was 37further burnished by her ability to acknowledge an uncomfortable truth about representation milestones: celebration for some can be lament for others.

         The post-war message film

         Today such shifts in attitudes to race play out on social media, but they have long been mediated by the movies too. In the aftermath of the Second World War, African American soldiers returning from overseas galvanised the civil rights movement, with their expectation that equal sacrifices abroad would be acknowledged with equal rights at home. It was in a film about one such returning veteran that anti-Black racism was directly addressed by Hollywood for the first time.

         James Edwards starred in Home of the Brave (1949) as Private Peter Moss, a psychoanalytic patient, who overcomes his physical paralysis only when he confronts his past experiences of racism, or fear of being ‘an outsider’. Home of the Brave’s producer was the thirty-five-year-old Stanley Kramer, who would go on to be particularly associated with the message film, as both producer and a director. Half a century later, in 1998, Kramer was awarded the inaugural NAACP Vanguard Award in recognition of ‘the strong social themes that ran through his body of work’. This body of work by then included seminal interracial buddy movie The Defiant Ones (1958), co-starring Tony Curtis and Sidney Poitier, and 1967’s Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner, also starring Poitier.

         In the source text, Arthur Laurents’s 1945 play of the same name, ‘Private Peter Moss’ was ‘Private Peter Coen’, a Jewish soldier subjected to anti-Semitism. The blunt reason given to Laurents for this change was, ‘Jews have been done.’8 This statement likely referred to two 1947 films, the Best Picture winner Gentleman’s Agreement in which real-life gentile Gregory Peck plays a gentile posing as a Jewish man, in order to expose anti-Semitism in New York City, 38and Crossfire, a Robert Mitchum vehicle about the investigation of an anti-Semitic murder.

         Kramer got in there first with regard to anti-Black racism, but there were others, especially after Home of the Brave’s success. This seemed to reveal not only that there was an increased appetite among post-war audiences for more socially conscious subject matter, but also that, unusually, this extended as far as ‘the Negro problem’. Also in 1949, Gentleman’s Agreement’s producer, Darryl F. Zanuck, re-teamed with the director Elia Kazan to make Pinky, about a light-skinned Black woman (played by the white actress Jeanne Crain), who has been ‘passing’ while studying as a nurse in the North. When she returns to her Southern hometown to visit her illiterate laundress grandmother Dicey (Ethel Waters, in another of these Oscar-nominated mammy roles), she’s forced to confront racism and her own racial identity.

         That year also saw the release of Lost Boundaries, a drama based on the true story of the Johnston family (the ‘Carters’ in the film), who passed as white while living in New England in the 1930s and 1940s. Once again, all of the lead cast members were played by white actors. This now archaic-seeming practice was ostensibly based on Production Code guidance regarding ‘miscegenation’, and studios wanting to avoid costly boycotts in Southern movie theatres. And yet the same basic rationale is observable in twenty-first-century award-winners too. The Blind Side (2009), The Help (2011), Hidden Figures (2016) and Green Book (2018) all centred white characters – sometimes fictitiously inserted into otherwise historically accurate narratives – to aid the identification of the white audiences and shore up box-office receipts.

         Pinky and Lost Boundaries offer much more sympathy to the victims of racism than most earlier American cinema. Still, like the heartstring-tugging propaganda images of children sold into ‘white slavery’ used by Civil War-era abolitionists, these films are most concerned with the plight of people who look white, yet do not enjoy the privileges of whiteness. The morality of white supremacy itself does 39not seem to be in question. These films also present mixed-race identity – or white-passing Black identity – as an immoral deception perpetuated by mixed-race people against good, simple white folk. They stop far short of exposing the injustice and absurdity of the system, which categorises humans according to skin tone, much less express any compassion for the violent oppression of darker-skinned Black characters under that same system.

         Ultimately, these narratives reinscribe rather than erase the racial boundaries they bring to the fore. At the end of Lost Boundaries, the Carters have lost their jobs and social position in their New Hampshire town. At the urging of a minster’s sermon, they are forgiven by the community, but they will never again enjoy its acceptance. Pinky decides to stay down South, uses her inheritance to found a training school for Black nurses, and is thus put securely back in her place, after straying from it for the sake of personal advancement and dramatic conflict. Here at home, everyone knows she’s a ‘negress’, and no more disturbing transgressions are possible.

         The first Black movie star

         These late 1940s message films demonstrate the good intentions of white filmmakers and, just as powerfully, the absence of a Black movie star. Whether the studios knew it or not, Hollywood was crying out for an actor with the necessary combination of looks, talent and box-office pull to fully confront audiences with the stark reality of racism. Sidney Poitier was that star, and he arrived with his screen persona near-fully formed in his 1950 feature-film debut, the Zanuck-produced, Joseph L. Mankiewicz-directed drama No Way Out.

         It’s a great performance and a powerful film, yet these factors alone don’t explain how Poitier managed to break through, while similarly talented contemporaries did not. Why did Home of the Brave’s James Edwards not go on to reach comparable heights? Why not Juano Hernandez, off the back of his widely praised star turn in the 1949 40adaptation of William Faulkner’s Intruder in the Dust? Both actors also came along at the idealistic, integrationist sweet spot in American history, so clearly Poitier had more than good timing on his side. And yet timing did have something to do with it. We need not imagine what a pre-war film industry would have done to an actor of Poitier’s integrity and ambition. We need only look at what it did do to Paul Robeson.

         Born in Princeton, New Jersey in 1898, to a father who was himself born into slavery, Robeson became a screen actor and much more besides. He was a trail-blazing academic in segregated higher education, an NFL athlete, a lawyer, a concert and recording artist with a trademark bass-baritone, a Broadway star, a lifelong activist for Black liberation and ‘above all, a revolutionary’.|| With apologies to Ms Norma Desmond, the pictures never were big enough to contain Robeson’s prodigious talents.

         What time Robeson did devote to his movie career – from debuting in Oscar Micheaux’s wildly plotted ‘race film’ Body and Soul in 1925, to his final screen appearance in 1942’s Tales of Manhattan – he spent battling for a role that would, at the very least, not make a mockery of everything he stood for. In this endeavour, he had some flashes of success. There was the lead role in the 1933 screen adaptation of the Eugene O’Neill play The Emperor Jones. Robeson’s character, Brutus Jones, was undoubtedly a villain – a grotesquely ambitious Black ‘brute’ who cheats and bullies his way from his lowly origins as a Pullman porter to become the dictator of a tropical island – but he was, also undoubtedly, the lead.

         On the rare previous occasions that Hollywood had afforded Black actors such prominence, they’d played literal Uncle Toms, as with Sam Lucas’s turn in Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1914). Brutus was the strident 41opposite and Emperor Jones might have been more significant, had some contextualising scenes not been lost to the censors’ snip. These included Brutus’s hallucinations of the slave ship and a slave auction, and a kiss with a love interest played by Fredi Washington. Washington – who would go on to play the ‘passing’ Peola in 1934’s Imitation of Life – was a woman of mixed European and African descent, racialised as ‘Negro’ in the context of the times. She was also deemed light-skinned enough to be mistaken for a white woman and had to wear skin-darkening make-up for the reshoot. 

         Emperor Jones is also notable for the circumstance in which the role came to Robeson. It was originated on stage by another Black actor, Charles Sidney Gilpin, in the 1920 stage production, but Gilpin objected to the script’s frequent use of the n-word, and took to substituting ‘Negro’ during the play’s two-year US tour. Since O’Neill had partially based Brutus on an African American tavern-keeper he’d known back in his drinking days in New London, Connecticut, he felt his free use of offensive racial epithets was dramatically justified. (O’Neill was something of a proto-Tarantino in this respect.) The playwright and his star were unable to come to an agreement and so, in a situation that would later be echoed by Sidney Poitier’s casting in Porgy and Bess (1959), Gilpin was replaced by the younger, then-unknown, and apparently more pliant, Robeson.

         Robeson seems to have put more careful consideration into the acceptance of his next role. He played tribal chief Bosambo, in Zoltán Korda’s Sanders of the River (1935), out of ‘a passionate concern with African culture’. So when that film turned out to be yet another celebration of British colonial rule he felt betrayed, reportedly storming out of the special preview in protest. Similar dynamics played out on subsequent films – Show Boat (1936), Song of Freedom (1936), King Solomon’s Mines (1937) – and Robeson’s proud refusal to accept that status quo for Black American artists would, on its own, have been enough to tank his movie career. There was more though. When he began to be publicly associated with the Communist Party and, in 42December 1934, made a trip to the Soviet Union, on the invitation of Battleship Potemkin filmmaker Sergei Eisenstein, his spot on the blacklist was assured.**

         At least the Welsh miners will never turn their back on Paul Robeson. He is loved and remembered in coal-mining towns for his last British film, The Proud Valley (1940), in which he played a character, based on a real-life Black man from Virginia, who finds his way to Wales in search of work, then lends that Robeson-trademark baritone to the local choir. This film, he believed, offered a chance to ‘depict the Negro as he really is not the caricature he is always represented to be on the screen’, and it appears he was satisfied with the result, later referring to the film as the favourite of all his screen work.9
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         43This career high was short-lived. After another dispiriting experience, making 1942’s Tales of Manhattan, Robeson decided his screen acting years were over. He had reached the same conclusion that many Black actors of Hollywood’s first century came to eventually: it is impossible to be both a responsible civil rights activist and a successful movie star.

         When Robeson spoke

         Robeson had sought to play only roles that afforded Black people some dignity, and in that he failed – though ‘failure’ could never sound quite right when applied to Robeson. Not least since, as he reminded well-wishers at a 1973 gathering at Carnegie Hall to mark his seventy-fifth birthday, the battle for justice isn’t over until it’s won. ‘Here at home,’ Robeson said in an audio message sent from his sickbed, ‘my heart is with the continuing struggle of my own people to achieve complete liberation from racist domination and to gain for all Black Americans and the other minority groups not only equal rights but an equal share.’10 The message went on to reference various causes close to Robeson’s heart, but it concluded with the last lines of a song from perhaps his most enduringly famous screen performance, Show Boat (1936). These were lyrics he had himself rewritten to insert a note of empowerment: ‘I keep laughing instead of crying. I just keep fighting until I’m dying. And Ol’ Man River, he just keeps rolling along.’

         Robeson’s influence certainly rolled on well beyond his own screen career – a figure as towering as he was couldn’t help but cast a shadow. The subsequent generation of prominent, politically astute Black actors – Ossie Davis, Ruby Dee, Harry Belafonte and Poitier 44himself – had all learnt something from Robeson’s example, many having met him personally and developed friendships amid the creative, interracial atmosphere of late 1940s Broadway theatre. Speaking later in life, Belafonte credited Robeson with helping him find his vocation: ‘When Robeson spoke and told us about the power of art and what it could do, that convinced me to spend my life to do this. Not only does art show life as it is, but shows life as it should be.’11 Like his mentor, he combined a singing career with film work, eventually leveraging his stardom to make more controversial films such as 1957’s Island in the Sun and a 1959 noir picture, Odds Against Tomorrow.

         Belafonte also felt empowered enough to turn down the racially stereotyped male lead in the Otto Preminger-directed Porgy and Bess. When he did, the role went to Poitier, who only accepted it under intense pressure from producer Samuel Goldwyn and his own agent. They gave him to understand that his role in Stanley Kramer’s The Defiant Ones (1958) – a progressive role he really did want to play – was contingent on him also signing up for this new version of an opera by then considered out of date for two decades.

         Perhaps this willingness to toe the line on occasion was also, in a way, evidence of Robeson’s influence. According to Robeson’s biographer Martin Duberman, when Robeson was being harassed during the McCarthy era, he’d urged his protégés to go a different way. ‘He told Poitier, “Stay away from me, being seen with me will ruin your career.”’12

         The Poitier problem

         Poitier had a subtly but significantly different screen presence from the very start. In his feature debut, No Way Out (1950), we are introduced to Poitier’s character as he walks into a hospital via the staff entrance, wearing street clothes. He greets another Black man with a casual friendliness – nothing unusual there – but as he continues into 45the building we see him greeting a white senior, Dr Wharton (Stephen McNally), with the same easy-going familiarity, following him into the ‘Doctors Room’, where he goes to his locker to change into scrubs. Evidently, this relaxed, sociable Black guy, whose name we later learn is Luther Brooks, is not only a qualified doctor, but one who enjoys the friendship and respect of both his white seniors and the Black orderlies. In 1950s America, that is unusual.

         In the subsequent scenes Brooks is shown to be intelligent, handsome and upstanding, with impeccable manners. He displays just the right amount of modesty and deference towards his (senior) white colleagues to offset these evident talents. When Dr Brooks is accused of murder by the racist brother of a patient whose life he tried to save, the situation gradually escalates into a race riot (of the kind that was breaking out all over the US at that time). Brooks himself, though, urges restraint and turns the other cheek, even when severely provoked. His patience is rewarded when he eventually succeeds in proving his innocence. In other words, his character embodies the ‘equal-by-being-superior philosophy’ of movie-based racial justice.13

         Aside from being Poitier’s debut, No Way Out is now mostly remembered as the first on-screen pairing of Hollywood civil rights power couple Ruby Dee and Ossie Davis (the pair married two years before the film’s release) and it is progressive in other ways, too. An intelligent script by two white guys, Joseph L. Mankiewicz and Lesser Samuels, contains one extraordinary scene of dialogue between Dr Wharton’s Black housekeeper, Gladys (Amanda Randolph), and white Edie (Linda Darnell), the widowed sister-in-law of Dr Brook’s racist accuser.

         Edie, who is taking refuge from the race riots in Dr Wharton’s home, initially rejects Gladys’s hospitality, out of a mixture of shame and more straightforward bigotry. In this scene, though, we see the two working-class women – one Black, one white – sitting companionably at the breakfast table, drinking coffee and engaging in a rare-for-the-era Bechdel-test-passing exchange about the roots of male violence. Rarer still, Gladys is allowed in this scene to give a 46sense of herself beyond her role of service. Edie asks what she likes to do on her day off, and Gladys responds: ‘Go to the park, maybe to the church, maybe to a movie, come suppertime I go somewhere and cook [for] friends.’ ‘Mammy’ never did any of that.

         Artistical NAACPism

         It was Poitier’s good fortune to find, in his No Way Out role, a persona that embodied the white liberal’s fantasy of what a Black man should be, at a time when audiences, Black and white, were in an optimistic and integrationist mood. It was his talent, however, that enabled him to embody that screen persona with such finesse and verve that he appealed to Black audiences as well as white. We might say that Poitier’s history-making Best Actor Academy Award win for Lilies of the Field (1963) was a reward for playing another version of this ‘Good Negro’, as was his 1959 nomination for The Defiant Ones.

         In the context of the civil rights debate of the time, these were characters so indisputably decent and upstanding that they more than proved their entitlement to equal rights. This kind of unimpeachable respectability has an ugly flip-side too, though, in how it sets up the expectation – a racist one – that Black people are required to prove their equality at all. (White people don’t have to do that.) It helped establish the framework for a Hollywood-specific respectability politics that has informed the analysis of Black achievement at industry awards shows ever since. In the fallout from ‘The Slap’ at the 2022 Oscars ceremony, when Best Actor nominee (later winner) Will Smith climbed on stage and slapped host Chris Rock, the reaction of many commentators amounted to some version of an age-old refrain: ‘Sidney Poitier would never!’

         Poitier’s superstardom during this period also had the effect of crowding out other portrayals of Blackness, especially ones that entailed the usual human frailties or contradictions, or were more implicitly challenging to the status quo. As Bill Gunn, the writer/director/actor who would go on to make cult classic Ganja & Hess 47(1973), said in 1964: ‘When a good part for a Negro actor does come along, they always offer it to Sidney Poitier. If he turns it down, they rewrite it for a white actor.’14

         By the release of perhaps Poitier’s most famous film, Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner, in December 1967, there was a perceptible feeling among some sections of the audience that the Good Negro, however beyond reproach, had outstayed his welcome. The Black Panther Party had been founded in October 1966, Stokely Carmichael had been calling for ‘Black Power’ since June 1966, and here was America’s foremost Black star sitting down for a polite dinner with the in-laws? At the very least, it was out of step with the times. In a New York Times article released a few weeks after In the Heat of the Night (1967), Black writer Clifford Mason wrote, ‘Gradualism may have some value in politics. But in art it just represents a stale, hackneyed period, to be forgotten as soon as we can get on to the real work at hand. And artistical NAACPism is all that this whole period of Sidney Poitier moviemaking stands for.’15

         By virtue of his fame and popularity, Poitier had more agency in Hollywood than any other Black actor before him, and most that have come since. Yet he too was often limited to enacting the imaginings of white creators pandering to white audiences. For today’s activism-involved actors of colour, there is a significant change of context. This is the increased opportunity to work with filmmakers who share their viewpoint – or, as with Regina King, Jordan Peele and Beyoncé, to become filmmakers themselves.

         Civil rights redux

         The era of the Black auteur began in earnest in the late 1980s and early 1990s, with the emergence of Spike Lee as a major figure in American cinema. Although Black directors such as Melvin Van Peebles and Charles Burnett had distinguished themselves in the previous decade, Lee had a significant presence in the cultural mainstream. 48The proof is those iconic black-and-white Nike Air Jordan commercials, which he both directed and co-starred in, as his She’s Gotta Have It character, Mars Blackmon.

         Coincidentally or not, this was also the era when the US government under President Ronald Reagan began a long-delayed enacting – some might say co-opting – of the intentions and language of the 1964 Civil Rights Act. Reagan’s approach to race issues during his political career could be characterised by an emphasis on his personal ‘colour blindness’ and friendships with Black people on the one hand, and, on the other, an opposition to civil rights legislation, usually on the solidly Republican grounds that such laws infringed upon state’s rights, or an individual’s right to do business with whomever he chose. This position might be reversed when it was politically expedient, as in the election year 1988, when Reagan signed a law expanding the Fair Housing Act of 1968. Back in the 1960s, he’d opposed the Act, denouncing it as an attempt ‘to give one segment of our population rights at [the] expense of the basic rights of all our citizens’.

         In cinema, there was a parallel struggle for the right to define the legacy of the civil rights movement. While Lee was making his ferociously relevant 1989 film Do the Right Thing,††  Hollywood had belatedly turned its attention to the racial injustices of thirty years earlier, with a series of fifties- and sixties-set period movies. While Lee was making the epic, long-awaited Malcolm X ‡‡ biopic, featuring a tour de force performance from Denzel Washington, Hollywood was churning out stories that framed 1960s Black liberation as a white story; the triumph of decent ‘colour-blind’ white liberals over angry white bigots. 49

         In 1988’s Mississippi Burning, for instance, those decent men were two FBI agents, played by Gene Hackman and Willem Dafoe – this despite the movie’s origin in the real-life heroism of civil rights workers murdered in 1964 by members of the Ku Klux Klan, the Black Mississippian James Chaney and two Jewish New Yorkers, Michael Schwerner and Andrew Goodman. Hackman was back in Mississippi again for the 1996 John Grisham adaptation The Chamber (1996), this time as a sympathetically portrayed, KKK-affiliated grandpappy, whose technical guilt in a 1967 bombing is questioned, though his virulent racism never is.

         In Ghosts of Mississippi (1996) the hero was a dashing young assistant DA played by Alec Baldwin, who takes up prosecuting the murderer of a Black civil rights activist, Medgar Evers, even though doing so may damage his standing among the Good Ol’ Boy network of local politics. Evers himself barely features in the film, while his widow, Myrlie Evers – the true driving force behind the thirty-year fight for justice – is reduced to a meek supporting turn from Whoopi Goldberg. In this period, Hollywood was also keen to highlight the white perspective on other anti-racist, anti-colonial struggles around the world. Kevin Kline railed against South African apartheid in Cry Freedom (1987), and Kevin Costner stood up for the Sioux people in Dances with Wolves (1990).

         When Barack Obama was elected president, Hollywood’s interest in anti-racism was again revived by the ascension into a post-racial paradise that his election seemed to herald. Again, the examples that centred white protagonists, such as Sandra Bullock vehicle The Blind Side (2009) and modern-day mammy showcase The Help (2011), were showered with Oscars. Meanwhile, Ava DuVernay’s Selma (2014) starring David Oyelowo as Martin Luther King Jr. was perceived to have been snubbed by the Academy.§§ (Since Steven Spielberg acquired the 50movie rights to all of Martin Luther King’s most famous speeches in 2009, DuVernay had an additional challenge. She was tasked with writing a script which conveyed the majesty of King’s public speaking, but without using any of his actual words). 

         Oscars still so white

         Selma’s snubbing was one of the key instigations behind the #OscarsSoWhite social media activism, which resulted in a major Hollywood diversity push from 2015 onwards. In purely numerical terms, this seems to have worked – since 2015, the Academy’s membership of colour has more than doubled from 8 per cent to 19 per cent. But there has been little apparent change in the kinds of films about race Hollywood most likes to make. The 2019 Best Picture winner was Green Book, Peter Farrelly’s 1960s-set road movie about a bigoted white New Yorker (Viggo Mortensen) who grows as a person when he is employed to drive a snooty Black classical pianist (Mahershala Ali) on tour around the segregated South. This was another racial reconciliation fantasy that looked particularly retrogressive set against a nominees list that also included Ryan Coogler’s groundbreaking superhero movie Black Panther and Spike Lee’s BlacKkKlansman, about an undercover Black police officer infiltrating the KKK and featuring a cameo from Harry Belafonte.

         For anyone who remembered when Lee’s incendiary masterpiece Do the Right Thing lost out on the 1990 Best Picture Academy Award to cosy civil rights-era drama Driving Miss Daisy, the sensation of Hollywood history repeating itself was unavoidable. This time, at least, the Spike Lee joint had been nominated. Some small measure of progress? Lee offered his own wry comment at the backstage press conference, including a reference to the race-swapped chauffeur role: ‘I’m snake-bit. Every time somebody’s driving somebody I lose … But they changed the seating arrangement this time.’ 51

         Just as Black and other non-white actors had always been forced to compromise or conceal their anti-racist values to gain acceptance in the screen-storytelling system, so were the anti-racist movements themselves distorted and defanged in their Hollywood telling. But, as we’ll see in the next chapter, Hollywood’s problems with representing the historical past and acknowledging people of colour extend well beyond the depiction of anti-racist movements.

         In 2013, in response to the release of Quentin Tarantino’s Old South-set, n-word-strewn Django Unchained, the New Yorker carried an essay titled ‘The worst thing about “Birth of a Nation” is how good it is’, by film critic Richard Brody. In summing up the racism-aside achievements of Griffith’s film, Brody wrote: ‘What Birth of a Nation offers, even more than a vision of history, is a template for the vast, world-embracing capabilities of the cinema … It provided extraordinarily powerful tools for its own refutation.’16

         True enough, and yet it would be nearly a century until any people of colour had the opportunity to pick up these filmmaking tools in significant numbers. The same societal racism that made The Birth of a Nation Hollywood’s first blockbuster hit saw to that. And once a generation of conscious artists did wrest control of the camera, the script and the studio budget, they still had to contend with a deeper truth – one that artist-activist Audre Lorde spoke of in 1979: ‘The master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house.’
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            * Historians Cheryl Thurber and Patricia Turner have shown that while the care of white children in the antebellum US South was sometimes entrusted to enslaved people, these ‘house slaves’ were typically light-skinned teenaged girls. The poor nutrition and generally harsh living conditions for enslaved Black women meant, in any case, that 90 per cent died before their fiftieth birthday. Those who survived were highly unlikely to have been either fat or jolly.

            † Berry positioned herself as Dandridge’s heir, by playing her in Introducing Dorothy Dandridge, a 1999 made-for-TV biopic with a script co-written by a pre-Grey’s Anatomy Shonda Rhimes.

            ‡ Noble Johnson has the curious distinction of being one of the few Black performers to ‘white up’ for a serious, dramatic role. He played Igor, a muscleman servant of Leslie Bank’s sinister count, in 1932 film The Most Dangerous Game.

            § Ang Lee’s win was preceded by four nominations for non-white directors: Hiroshi Teshigahara for Woman in the Dunes in 1965, Akira Kurosawa for Ran in 1986, John Singleton for Boyz n the Hood in 1992 and M. Night Shyamalan for The Sixth Sense in 2000.

            ¶ See Chapter 8 for more on Hollywood’s ‘Pretendian’ phenomenon.

            || These are Angela Davis’s words from her speech at Robeson’s seventy-fifth birthday ‘cultural celebration’. According to a contemporaneous report in the New York Times, this reminder of Robeson’s radical politics was greeted with ‘only light applause among the well‐dressed, racially mixed and largely middle‐aged audience’.

            ** The two discussed a never-realised biopic of Haitian revolutionary Toussaint Louverture, according to Charles Forsdick and Christian Høgsbjerg, ‘Sergei Eisenstein and the Haitian Revolution: The confrontation between black and white explodes into red’ History Workshop Journal, no. 78, 2014.

            †† In one scene, Buggin Out (Giancarlo Esposito) takes issue with a white neighbour, accusing him of gentrifying. ‘As I understand, it is a free country, a man can live wherever he wants,’ replies the white guy. Buggin Out is unimpressed: ‘Free country? Man, I should fuck you up for saying that stupid shit alone.’

            ‡‡ In the Heat of the Night’s Norman Jewison was originally slated to direct what would have been a very different movie.

            §§ Selma had two nominations, for Best Picture and Best Original Song, winning the latter.
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