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			 FOREWORD 

			One of the top screenwriters working today, Shonda Rhimes, said, ‘I really hate the word “diversity”. It suggests something… other. As if it is something special. Or rare.’ I feel the same way as Rhimes. It strikes me as bizarre how homogenised characters and stories have become. The notion of the mainstream being for ‘everyone’, as in white, male, straight and able-bodied, seems foolhardy at best when we consider the numbers. Most of the world is not white; plus females make up 51% of the population. Depending on which reports you read, between 1.5% and 10% of people count themselves as part of the LGBT community in the UK, with a whopping 19% of the British population having a disability – that’s nearly one in five people. Studies report similar numbers for these last two demographics in the United States and other countries.

			So, where are all these untold stories? We can all no doubt name some iconic novels, movies and TV shows with diverse characters and worldviews, but they still have that quality that Rhimes hates: they’re notable for being diverse. We live in a world where certain stories rise to the top, not necessarily for being excellent, but for being ‘normal’, with the rest making some kind of statement, intended or not.

			These statements may make internet trolls froth at the mouth – good! – but even those who welcome progress may still inadvertently stand in its way, perhaps by putting diverse characters under greater scrutiny than ‘normal’ characters. Wouldn’t it be great to just write a fantastic story without having to worry about labels? Absolutely, yes. Are we there yet? Probably not.

			But the good news is, stories are more diverse now than they have ever been. That long-held notion that straight, white, able-bodied males are the only ‘real’ characters (with all other characters representative of ‘issues’) is on its way out at long last. Female characters – particularly protagonists – have made up the most ground, with novels especially focusing on supposedly ‘unladylike’ behaviour, with TV close behind. In recent years, the floodgates have opened: writers and filmmakers have created flaws as rich and varied for female leads as for their male counterparts; BAME leads don’t have to be in stories only about race or slavery; LGBT characters don’t have to be in coming-out or transition stories; disabled characters don’t have to appear in the same-old tired stories of loneliness and struggle, ending in suicide. Characters’ differences don’t have to fuel the story specifically; instead, they’re part of their worldview and experiences. A subtle change, but one that makes all the difference – and can potentially lead to more three-dimensional and authentic portrayals.

			Regardless of how you feel about the politics of diversity, the savvy writer knows standing out from the crowd is one of the hardest things to do as a novelist or screenwriter. Far from being a ‘box-ticking’ exercise, writing diverse characters is a huge skill and one that cannot be underestimated. As a showcase of one’s writing talent, diverse characters who feel relevant can be the difference between opening the door, or it staying resolutely shut.

			In the course of this book, I will explore not only what diversity means, but the types of characters and their various role functions, which have appeared in stories across the ages. Because storytelling is constantly in flux, I will put diverse characters and the types of story in which they appear under the microscope, with ideas for writers on how to ‘flip’ expected tropes and conventions to keep their work fresh and relatable. I have included quotes from various industry pros, plus their Twitter handles where appropriate; I’ve spoken to many more producers, actors, agents, publishers, screenwriters and novelists than the ones who have made it into these pages. I have also talked to as many people as I can who identify as being from one or more of the ‘top four’ diverse categories, plus more besides. Returning to Shonda Rhimes, she goes further in her dismissal of the word diversity: ‘I have a different word: NORMALISING.’

			So, let’s do this!

			Lucy V. Hay, September 2017

		

	
		
			WHAT IS DIVERSITY?

			‘In diversity, there is beauty and there is strength.’

			– Maya Angelou

			DIVERSITY, A DEFINITION

			‘Diversity works best when you can’t see forced good intention.’

			– Tony Jordan, TV screenwriter and showrunner

			‘Diversity’ is very much the watchword of the moment. It turns up again and again, especially online via headlines or social media, when it comes to discussing stories in fiction, film and TV. With various organisations, initiatives, hashtags, sites and schemes dedicated to the subject, it would seem everyone – both in audiences and in the creative industries – is talking about diversity and what can be done to include more people in more stories, both on the page and on-screen.

			If you look in the dictionary, ‘diversity’ simply means ‘a range of different things’. It has synonyms such as array, assortment, medley, mixture, mix, miscellany, multiplicity, range and variety. In applying this word to fiction, film and TV, however, it has a slightly different connotation. The ‘variety’ the word diversity refers to, then, will often apply to:

			
					Race (especially Black, Asian, Minority Ethnic – ‘BAME’)

					Gender

					LGBT (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender)

					Disability

			

			When I mention what I call the ‘top four’ in this book, it’s these elements I mean. I’m aware these labels aren’t perfect; I’ve attempted to use the ones that the most people a) understand and b) like to use, as demonstrated in my research (which is, in itself, ironic in a book about diversity! Please bear with me, for the sake of clarity). There are also many other diverse characters we could explore as writers – we’re making the rules of our own storyworlds, after all! – and I will mention these as we go along, too. Ready? Then let’s go…

			ALL ABOUT INCLUSION

			‘I’d like to see the UK catch up [with US TV]. For purely selfish reasons, because I think we’ll make better stuff. I mean, there’s diversity in drama, but there are times when you sense an air of “hope everyone’s noticed what we’re doing, here” hanging over it. Get past that and exploit the talent. It’s what showbusiness does best.’

			– Stephen Gallagher, TV showrunner and novelist (@brooligan)

			If you Google ‘how to write female characters’ you’ll see there’s a plethora of books on this subject: from woman-centric stories, to breakdowns of female leads, to putting the female characters of Shakespeare and Harold Pinter under the microscope, there’s plenty to choose from. Yet if you Google ‘how to write diverse characters’, even though you get a whopping 13+ MILLION results via blog posts and social media, at the time I was writing this book there wasn’t a single published book on the subject listed on Amazon. In real terms, this could very well be the first one!

			My site, www.bang2write.com, is known for its inclusive commentary on characterisation. Starting first with female characterisation, B2W snowballed relatively quickly into talking about the representation of various groups of people, including (but not limited to) race, gender (including male) and disabled people, plus my own personal interest, teenagers (especially teen parents). My Bang2writers have embraced the notion that ‘real’ characters are not just white, straight men, with every other demographic representative of ‘issues’! Why should they be?

			What’s more, things are changing with audiences. There is much more demand for diverse stories, featuring diverse characters. But perception of diversity has changed to such a degree in recent years that a character’s ‘difference’ does not have to drive the story; it can be incidental. So stories featuring gay characters do not necessarily have to be about homophobia; or black characters about racism; or disabled characters about rehabilitation. Importantly, in the best representations these differences are not there for the sake of it either – they may form part of the character’s worldview, or feed into the storyworld. In short, true diversity means being inclusive, but also authentic.

			WHY ARE WE TALKING ABOUT DIVERSITY?

			‘I found it frustrating to be offered what I thought of as stereotypical roles, so I started to write myself.’

			 – @ZaweAshton, actor and writer

			Why we’re talking about diversity is, in itself, up for discussion. Like most things related to people en masse, we can only make educated guesses at what’s going on and why. In the course of my research for this book, I discovered three main threads to the debate:

			1.	We NEED diverse stories. There is a strong campaign, especially online and across a number of platforms, organisations and individuals, that suggests diverse stories actively change society and break down barriers. Campaigners will say that fiction, film and TV should reflect the world around us and even have the capacity to save lives or boost self-esteem. And how better to achieve this, these campaigners argue, than for creators to present role models who can connect marginalised people, effectively humanising and empowering them, in a world that otherwise ‘others’ and belittles them? Other commentators, meanwhile, say it is not the responsibility of the creator to create positive reinforcement for marginalised people, especially when drama is conflict and antagonistic forces are necessary in creating stories. After all, we don’t read or watch stories to see characters all having a jolly good time! Storytelling is not education, they counter-argue; plus stories can only go so far anyway, up against decades or even centuries of subjugation. Blame society, they say; not the writers.

			Personally, and paradoxically, I think both ideas are correct. Sure, storytelling is important. I have to believe that, else I would feel like I’m wasting my life as a creator right now! So I totally get it when people respond to reflections of their own lives and worldviews in characters, because I do as well. But are we OVERestimating media images and UNDERestimating people’s lived experiences? It’s a chicken/egg situation so it’s hard to tell, though I think it’s possible the notion of positive role models and words like ‘empowerment’ can be red herrings. That said, I also think there’s a happy medium to be had where creators can help with what I call ‘intentional inclusion’ – why not use one of the top four, if you can? What can writers gain? Probably a lot, especially since audiences get behind unusual characters who feel authentic and fresh. Audiences seem bored of ‘the same-old, same-old’.

			2.	Social media equals social change. Some people think it’s social media that has galvanised discussion of this issue and pushed it to the forefront at last. For the first time, audiences have a direct mouthpiece back to creators – especially via the likes of Facebook and Twitter – to describe the types of stories and characters they want (and possibly, and more frequently, what they don’t want as well!). Others believe social media has made an impact in a different way, in that creators are being introduced to concepts and communities they may never have considered or come across before. This, then, has allowed them to access real people and their lived experiences, so their research is more meaningful and relevant, taking writers outside their own ‘comfort zones’. Others say it’s a combo of both.

			There’s no question growing up in the digital age has its own challenges, but others are of the opinion one huge advantage young people today have is the fact they’re connected to pretty much everyone who has their own internet connection. As a result, their experiences, expectations and friendship groups reflect this. Diversity seems ‘common sense’; it is not surprising, shocking or weird to them, but rather part of the natural order of things. Rightly or wrongly, I think social media has created some social change in young people. Granted, there’s probably not as much as any of us would like (especially given the rise of the ‘alt-right’ and internet troll), plus progress is slow, too. However, I do think connection, overall, probably does create more empathy. I’ve also encouraged my Bang2writers to talk to people online and discovered that, nearly always, they become better at writing their stories, either directly (via research) or indirectly (in becoming more open-minded generally).

			3.	Diverse stories make money! Fiction, films and TV with diverse characters have consistently made money over a prolonged period, especially post-2010, and especially those with female leads. Properties like The Hunger Games have made the largest and most obvious splash, taking in novels and movie adaptations, but other female-led stories have enjoyed considerable success, not just in the young adult subgenre, either. Female characters in crime fiction have enjoyed what’s known as the ‘Gone Girl Effect’, with more female antagonists than ever, thanks to wicked Amy Dunne. What’s more, the likes of Rachel in The Girl on the Train mean there are more flawed female protagonists, often with traditionally ‘male’ problems, such as alcoholism, but also many different depictions of mental health problems. Even in the traditionally male arena of the silver screen and blockbuster movies, we are seeing more diversity. Furiosa’s robotic arm in Mad Max: Fury Road (2015) was singled out as not so much a disability but an ‘upgrade’, especially as it acts as a plot point in the story when she rescues Max when he almost falls from the war rig. Even the female Ghostbusters reboot has made more money than reported, especially via ancillary markets like toys and dressing-up costumes, which little girls apparently couldn’t get enough of.

			I think it’s probably an amalgamation of all three arguments, to a greater or lesser degree, depending on individual perception. There have been many attempts to streamline and predict audience data, some more successful than others. But notions of audience are not an exact science, with a lot of assumptions and generalisations attached. This is perhaps one reason publishers and producers are so risk averse: when they see something is working, they will continue with it, which can, in part, go some way to explaining the lack of diversity when it comes to characters in fiction, film and TV… but also why publishers and producers are becoming more willing to take a chance, too. If something ‘not the norm’ finds its audience, then a previously risk-averse industry is more willing to go for unusual properties. Nothing more, nothing less – and this is why the audience is so important and key in getting our diverse characters written and published or produced. I’ve always believed that if there’s money to be made, someone will want what you can do – they don’t care WHO you are. This is the downside of capitalism, to be sure, but it’s also a huge opportunity, especially nowadays. The stage has been set, audiences have already proved there IS a marketplace for this stuff. All we have to do (!) is provide what people want, in a way that is true to ourselves as creators. In other words, we don’t sell out, but we do SELL. It’s the way forward.

			POLITICAL CORRECTNESS GONE MAD?

			‘As a straight, white, middle-class male my tribe has long had a monopoly on characters, so it’s time for people, situations and concerns I’ve never considered!’

			– Stephen Follows, film producer (@StephenFollows)

			When talking about diversity – in any field – it doesn’t take long before someone utters the phrase ‘It’s political correctness gone mad!’. Other complaints may be that diversity is ‘being rammed down our throats’, or that there is a ‘tick-box culture’. These same people may also make points on how quotas might not be helpful, or even make things worse (and, indeed, there is some anecdotal evidence to suggest this). They may also state a desire to be ‘blind’, wishing only for the ‘best person (or character) for the job’.

			In an ideal world, whomever is ‘best’ for a role should of course be the person who gets it. Yet, by this logic, looking at the world around us, in the Western world at least, whomever is ‘best’ is usually white, male, heterosexual and able-bodied. This doesn’t make a lot of sense when there are so many talented female, BAME, LGBT and disabled people – and that’s just for starters.

			The reality is, we live in a diverse world, yet the majority of stories historically have featured characters who fit the white, straight, able-bodied mould. Don’t believe it? In the internet age, you don’t have to go far to find that someone has already crunched the numbers – multiple times, in multiple ways! Here are just a few reports and studies that have examined this issue in the past five or six years:

			
					In 2011, Florida State University published a study called ‘One Hundred Years of Gender Bias in Children’s Books’. They selected nearly 6,000 books, all written and published between 1900 and the year 2000. They discovered males are central characters in 57% of children’s books published per year, while only 31% have female central characters. Shockingly, while male characters appear in 100% of the books selected, no more than 33% of children’s books published in any given year contain central characters who are adult women or female animals.

					In 2014, The Geena Davis Institute on Gender in Media released a report that examined movies made between 2010 and 2013 in Australia, Brazil, China, France, Germany, India, Japan, Russia, South Korea and the United Kingdom. The report discovered there are 2.24 male characters for every female, with just 30.9% of speaking parts for female characters overall.

					The Media, Diversity and Social Change Initiative at USC’s School for Communication and Journalism released a report called ‘Inequality in 800 Popular Films’. It examined the fact only 2.4% of the characters in the top 100 films in 2015 had a disability. Most of these disabled characters were male, with only 19% female disabled characters. Shockingly, ALL of them were white; none had LGBT status, either.

					In 2015, the Hollywood Diversity Report from UCLA’s Bunche Center estimated that leading actors (thus, the vast majority of characters) were overwhelmingly white (93%) and male (96%).

					In research commissioned by Women in Film and Television UK (WFTV UK), it was discovered females made up 29% of protagonists in 2016. Female characters accounted for 37% of all major characters in 2016. (Despite seeming rather low, these are historic highs for female characters.) These numbers fell when race was introduced: female Asian characters doubled from 3% in 2015 to 6% in 2016; black female characters increased slightly from 13% in 2015 to 14% in 2016.

					In 2016, GLAAD published its ‘Where We Are on TV’ report, detailing that they had found 43 LGBT characters in 895 popular primetime TV shows. Forty-three characters – that’s 4.8% – were identified as gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender and queer. This is the highest percentage of LGBT series regulars GLAAD has ever found.

			

			Obviously these reports just scratch the surface – plus there are many more out there, too. But, overall, we can see that, ultimately, there is good news and bad news. Diversity might be increasing for female characters, but we still have a long way to go in terms of combining gender and race, for example. The incidence of LGBT characters may be at an historic high on television, but disabled characters are just as poorly represented as ever. In addition to the top four, too, there are many other characters who are not well represented, or excluded altogether. In other words, we must not get complacent. Novels, TV and films are the most diverse they have ever been, but writers, filmmakers and creators still have a long way to go.

			MYTHS ABOUT DIVERSITY

			‘(Diverse characters) have to be more than stereotypes or ciphers; they need to have some depth, to have quirks and flaws, foibles and secret dreams.’

			– Cath Staincliffe, TV showrunner and novelist

			With all the discussion, studies, reports and roundtables on diversity in the last few years, it doesn’t take long before various unhelpful myths, fallacies and incorrect assumptions emerge, especially on social media. Working with writers on their scripts and novels (or even just on their ideas and loglines), I have ended up going over the following multiple times:

			
					
White writers ‘shouldn’t’ write BAME characters. Sometimes it’s floated white writers are more likely to get praise, awards, exposure and sales than BAME writers, so they should ‘leave’ BAME writers to tell BAME stories. Other times, the debate may centre on the notion a white writer cannot fully understand what it is like to be a person of colour or have to deal with a racial issue, as being white means being ‘top of the hierarchical tree’ in society. This may be backed up with evidence in the form of examples of the kind of exploitative, stereotypical or tokenistic characterisation of BAME characters that has unfortunately formed a lot of cinema, TV and novel offerings.B2W TAKE: While BAME and white people obviously have different heritages, which may mean different worldviews and experiences, I still believe, as humans, we can empathise and relate to one another within certain universal parameters. As a white woman, I think it’s more a question of adequate research and due diligence when writing a person of colour, just as I would a male character. In contrast, it’s certainly true the industry is white-centric and a white writer – novelist or screenwriter – is more likely to get the kind of success many equally talented BAME writers only dream of. But I don’t think the answer is NOT writing a BAME character, story or worldview. Instead, as a white writer, I see it as my responsibility to actively seek out and help as many BAME writers as I can. I feel this is much more likely to help BAME writers break through than censoring my own writing.



					
Men are rubbish at writing women. Sometimes men will tell me they ‘can’t’ write women, or fear they will make a hash of it. They may confess the female of the species seem like aliens to them in that women ‘must’ have had polar opposite experiences growing up or in the workforce (Note: these are not Neanderthal men, either). This feeling is echoed by women even more strongly: they may insist men ‘can’t’ understand what it is to be a woman or girl and may cite the plethora of sexual assaults visited on female leads as ‘evidence’ of this.B2W TAKE: I’ve read countless spec screenplays and unpublished novels now through B2W; plus, I’m a voracious reader and die-hard movie fan. Taking into account all the good AND bad characterisation of female characters I’ve read and seen, plus the writers who’ve written them, I see NO correlation between the gender of the writer and the representation of female characters. In other words, men may write female characters well; women may write female characters badly – and vice versa. Whether you’re XY or XX, it’s a writer’s talent – and great research – that delivers a three-dimensional, authentic female character.



					
Direct experience is necessary to write authentically. Sometimes it is argued that the best stories and characters are drawn from the writer’s direct experience. Following this logic, when writing about ‘issues’, the people able to produce the most potent writing and viewpoints will be those who’ve actually lived life through that lens. So, just as BAME stories featuring racism or slavery should be told by BAME people, women should tell stories of feminism, childbirth or female oppression; LGBT writers are best suited to telling stories of growing up gay, transitioning or homophobia; and disabled people should tell stories of what it’s like to have to live with their specific disability. From there, we can draw in other elements, too: teenage parents should tell their own stories; also, working-class people, older people and so on, the idea being ‘taking back control’ of people’s ‘own’ narratives.B2W TAKE: Direct experience can be a potent and powerful tool in storytelling. If someone is so inclined to write a story about their experiences, then why not? This is a literal take on ‘write what you know’ and it can work, not just in autobiography, but by creating a character who is LIKE us. But what if that person with the amazing life story or viewpoint can’t write well? Or what if they can, but simply don’t want to write about that issue? Just as many writers feel no one ‘owns’ a story, I think it’s just as important that writers shouldn’t have certain stories forced ON them. That seems to rather make a mockery of the whole idea of diversity! ALL writers should be free to write whatever they like.



					
Writers ‘shouldn’t’ write about certain subjects or messages/themes. Sometimes, marginalised groups will weigh in with various expectations, demands or campaigns when it comes to certain characterisations or storylines. We see this on social media the most, with non-writers and non-filmmakers demanding that stories fit within certain parameters or be labelled ‘no good’. This is never more obvious than with feminist critique, especially the use of that problematic word ‘trope’ (which does not mean what lay people think it means. More about this later in the book). There are also various tests and pledges that refer to storytelling as a whole, rather than individual movies, TV shows or books. Lastly, some people may campaign against the supposed message of a book, TV show or movie, even when they haven’t read or seen it. Instead, their protests will be based on ideological grounds, often with the notion attached that the writers ‘shouldn’t’ have written about such a subject, or employed a specific message or theme. These writers may be called irresponsible, or even bad people who actively want to harm marginalised groups. Other times a campaigner may be familiar with the book, movie or TV show and even like it as an individual story, but still feel it is perpetuating certain problematic stereotypes or other issues.B2W TAKE: I’ve got a certain sympathy with this viewpoint; it can be infuriating when we see a story where the writer hasn’t done their due diligence, especially if we have direct experience of what is being written about. An example: Not Dead Yet, a campaign against assisted suicide for disabled people, coordinated protests against JoJo Moyes’ book Me Before You and the subsequent movie adaptation. The plot centres on a disabled character and assisted suicide, with campaigners calling it a ‘snuff’ book. Yet Me Before You has sold five million copies since its publication in 2012 and been translated into over 40 languages. More importantly, it has a 4.28 out of a possible five stars, with 678,000 ratings and 69,000 reviews on Goodreads, so the book obviously resonates with readers (some of whom will presumably be disabled themselves). As a direct result of the furore, I read the book and was surprised at how measured and nuanced it was, considering assisted suicide is such a controversial topic. Perhaps the problem is not the individual book so much, but more that disabled characters are too often in storylines like this? Katie Newstead is a PhD film studies student, archivist and researcher at Exeter University; she is also disabled herself. ‘I love Me Before You, but we’ve still got a story in which a disabled man wants to die,’ says Katie. ‘Why can’t we have a fictional paraplegic who doesn’t want to die, for a change??’



			

			Rounding up this section, then, it should be pretty obvious where I fall in the ‘diverse characters’ and storytelling debate… Anyone can write anything – as long as they do it justice!! What this means will, of course, depend on various things. But as Vinay Patel, screenwriter of BBC3’s controversial and powerful Murdered by My Father, points out: ‘Any writer – white, black or Asian – can write whatever they want… but the bar of responsibility is high when you’re writing someone unlike yourself. Due diligence is key, which is hopefully a standard of research and care one would apply to their characters anyway.’

			POSITIVE DISCRIMINATION VERSUS INTENTIONAL INCLUSION

			‘I’m half Middle Eastern so I regularly find myself going up for the roles of wives of terrorists or women in arranged marriages. I think where it’s done well is when the character isn’t all about their race.’

			– L, actress and blogger, ‘Casting Call Woe’ (@ProResting)

			Sometimes called ‘affirmative action’, positive discrimination is defined as the practice of favouring individuals belonging to groups that suffer discrimination. In real life, some people object to positive discrimination in the workplace because they say it’s ‘not fair’ that an otherwise ‘underqualified’ candidate gets through on the basis of their diversity in terms of gender, race, disability, etc. Other people argue we live in a hierarchy and that it’s not fair those hierarchies are set up to favour the non-diverse, so the least we can do is try to redress the balance a bit. (I’m simplifying, obviously.)

			When dealing with diverse characters, however, these people are not real. You do not have to worry about their feelings or prospects, whether you do or don’t pick them for your story. At foundation level, all that should concern you is the story (even if you’re a screenwriter – casting should be an issue much further down the road). So, to avoid picking diverse characters for the sake of it, think about what’s best for the story. Be intentionally inclusive, considering how diverse characters could work, rather than ticking boxes via ‘positive discrimination’.

			DIVERSITY IN THE PRESENT

			‘A lot of people focus on diverse fiction being “stories about diversity” when it should be “stories that are diverse”. Diversity needs to be normalised. A diverse story shouldn’t also have to be “A Unique Original Event About It”!’

			– Olivia White, games developer (@owlcavedev)

			Though the issue of diversity has never ‘gone away’, there have been a number of very high-profile furores regarding diversity in the last few years, covering fiction, TV and film, including (but not limited to):

			
					
Male authors vs female authors. With frightening regularity, it’s discovered male authors dominate the literary world. Men are more likely to get critical acclaim, with some readers even confessing to ‘preferring’ books by men. The blogosphere was set alight in 2015 when writer Catherine Nichols discovered she got EIGHT TIMES as many responses from literary agents when she submitted the same book as a man.


					
LGBT inclusion. Two prominent, award-winning movies, Dallas Buyers Club (2013) and The Danish Girl (2015), had straight male actors playing trans women, which created an outcry among some groups, especially online. There was also a lot of commentary about the lack of BAME/LGBT talent/stories, with many showing up for Moonlight (2016), which won the Academy Award for Best Picture in 2017.


					
‘Whitewashing’ of Asian characters in adaptations. Despite being East Asian in the source material, The Ancient One is played by Tilda Swinton in Doctor Strange (2016); plus The Major is played by the very white Scarlett Johansson in 2017’s Ghost in the Shell. Though the casting of white stars in BAME roles is common, these two properties are so iconic they really grabbed the headlines.


					
Disability inclusion. ‘Diversity’ was most often thought to include gender, race and LGBT status, but 2016 marked the year disability finally became part of the conversation. There were more articles and column inches devoted to disabled representation in creative works, plus events like the Ruderman Studio-Wide Roundtable on Disability Inclusion, held by the Ruderman Family Foundation, helped create even more. Oscar-winning actress Marlee Matlin, who is deaf, led the call for more disabled inclusion in Hollywood.


					
BAFTA. In December 2016, it was announced that, as of 2019, BAFTA will no longer consider films for some of its awards if they are considered ‘non-diverse’. To be eligible, films must prove they have worked to improve diversity in two of the four following areas: on-screen characters and themes; senior roles and crew; industry training and career progression; and audience access and appeal to underrepresented audiences. This was warmly accepted by many in the creative industries, though, inevitably, BAFTA was accused of ‘box ticking’ by some.


					
Ghostbusters. The 1984 classic was remade in 2016 with an all-female cast. Cue a gazillion 30- and 40-somethings insisting their childhoods had been ‘ruined’ by so-called ‘studio cash grabs’! Some commentators even suggested women could not be as funny as the original actors; or that having an all-female cast was some sort of automatic political statement. Alt-right hero Milo Yiannopoulos was eventually banned from Twitter after he and his followers tried to drive one of the movie’s stars, Leslie Jones, offline with racist and misogynistic attacks. Regardless, the movie received a ‘Fresh’ rating from critics via reviews aggregator site Rotten Tomatoes and there’s apparently a sequel in the works.


					
Lionel Shriver. The award-winning author made a scathing speech about diversity in fiction at the Brisbane Writers Festival on what she termed ‘cultural appropriation and identity politics’. Not sure what this is? Don’t worry – the short version of Shriver’s speech is basically ‘it’s political correctness gone mad!’.


					
#OscarsSoWhite. Despite a Best Picture win and sweeping of the board for 12 Years a Slave in 2013, there was a dearth of BAME nominees in subsequent years. The call to arms was raised by April Reign, editor of theatre blog Broadway Black and key spokesperson for ‘Black Twitter’, which in itself has become a powerful commentator on race and gender in the social media landscape. As 2017 was radically different in terms of nominations, many credit #OscarsSoWhite as having played a fundamental part in that change.


			

			This is just a small selection of the headlines in the last couple of years. But you get it: diversity is the ‘thing of the moment’, so the savvy writer would do well to pay attention.

			DIVERSITY IN THE PAST

			‘Sometimes the point of a story is to tell it from a specific and particular point of view. Is one POV used more than others? Yes. Should there be more variety? Also yes.’

			– Toby Forrest, runner at the BBC (@Tobiiiaaas)

			While the spotlight might be on diversity right now, in real terms it is nothing new when it comes to creative works. There have always been writers and creators who have striven to tell diverse stories and/or bring marginalised voices and characters to the fore. Some of these efforts have worked well, others less so, often dependent on the context of attitudes and beliefs of the time. If we consider a character like Shylock in William Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice, modern audiences most likely consider him a grotesque stereotype of a Jewish money-lender. There is plenty of evidence to support this. Shylock, on the surface at least, is greedy and driven by hatred, keen on getting his literal pound of flesh because, really, he hates Antonio. He is a comic-book villain, designed to give Jacobean audiences a focus for their own prejudices. (This is why people so often make the mistake of viewing antagonists as personifications of the writer’s own bigotry – sometimes it seems irrefutable.)

			Yet is Shylock really as two-dimensional as he appears on the page, especially when his portrayal is in language we no longer use daily, or relate to that well? There have been many compassionate portrayals of Shylock in the 450-odd years since he was written. This is no doubt inspired by his famous and rousing speech, where he argues that he is, in fact, a human being, just like Antonio and the rest of his cronies: ‘Hath not a Jew eyes? Hath not a Jew hands, organs, dimensions, senses, affections, passions; fed with the same food, hurt with the same weapons, subject to the same diseases, healed by the same means, warmed and cooled by the same winter and summer as a Christian is? If you prick us, do we not bleed?’

			Keeping with Shakespeare and the various adaptations of his work, let’s turn to a seemingly forgotten collaboration between a 19-year-old Orson Welles and New York’s Negro Theatre Unit: ‘Voodoo Macbeth’, brought to the stage in 1936. Transposing the play’s storyworld to Haiti, and featuring an all-black cast and performed in front of a segregated audience, it was so popular its initial run was extended. If you Google ‘Voodoo Macbeth’ you can find four minutes of footage of this extraordinary production, with its voiceover artist claiming ‘the spirit of Macbeth and every line of the play has remained intact’.

			As with any risk-taking and diverse project, critical opinion was sharply divided. Some, including those in the black community, claimed it was ‘racist comedy’. Other notable black figures were pleased black actors’ talents were on display. We see this type of discussion to this day, especially online via Twitter. Writers often confess to feeling ‘worried’ about including diverse characters in their novels and screenplays in case they upset someone like this. I always counsel them with:

			
					You cannot please everyone, especially within a certain community. You can only do your research and be as authentic as possible.

					Twitter is always angry about something, so it might as well be your work.

					You have to get published or produced FIRST before worrying about this!

			

			Writers get paralysed by the audience’s expectations sometimes. In today’s ‘call-out’ culture online, a lot of assumptions get made about creators’ intentions and motivations, or how much research they have done. It’s also a sad fact that the more diverse characters tend to get the greater scrutiny; sometimes writers and creators will get called all kinds of names for simply telling a story! When this happens, you must withdraw. It’s not a real debate, nor even an argument that can be won – the accusers have decided what you have done. Every successful writer gets this. Honest! But also, like I say, you have to get there first. As the old saying goes, ‘cross that bridge when you come to it’.

			WHAT IS ‘GOOD’ CHARACTERISATION?

			‘As with all characters, give them flaws and complications. Not necessarily to do with their gender, sexuality, race or disabilities. Make sure they have concerns outside of that. Let them love, hate and rage.’

			– Lisa Holdsworth, screenwriter and playwright (@WorksWithWords)

			There is a huge ongoing discussion among writers about what constitutes ‘good’ characterisation, which usually centres around the notion of character ‘arc’. Unhelpfully, what a character arc entails is different to different people. However, a writer does not have to go far to discover that the main component of this debate is usually about whether characters ‘change’… or not. In today’s writing world, the argument usually breaks down something like this:

			
					
Good characters always change. These writers will insist on what I call the ‘transformative arc’… in other words, characters will learn something or come to some kind of important realisation about themselves, the world and/or life by the end of the narrative. It’s not difficult to see why writers believe this: the majority of narratives carry a ‘transformative arc’, especially for the protagonist. They will be changed in some way by their journey through the story. It’s thought that if a character does not change, it is ‘bad’ characterisation.


					
Good characters don’t have to change. These writers will point to different types of protagonist, such as the ‘Change Agent’. This character does not change, but instead inspires change in all the other characters around him. A classic example of this type of protagonist would be Forrest Gump, who remains the same throughout his story journey; we see change in the story via other characters like Lieutenant Dan, who goes from pride to despair to a new way of looking at the world. These writers may say there is no such thing as ‘bad’ characterisation, just different ways of looking at it.


					
It depends on the story and what it needs to do. As ever, I believe there is a happy medium to be had on this issue. While it’s true the majority of stories have a ‘transformative arc’ for their lead characters, this is not the only way forward. There are lots of other advanced character techniques, like the Change Agent, writers can exploit (and should, if they want to write more diverse characters). In addition, it’s possible to write a more traditional protagonist who doesn’t change, too. I have always argued that Ellen Ripley from Alien (1979) does not have a ‘transformative arc’. Intriguingly, whenever I posit this, writers will insist she does change, as though to say otherwise makes Ripley a ‘bad’ character. But I say she is refreshingly consistent: Ripley starts and ends the movie as someone who knows her own mind and will do whatever it takes, whether that is running the Nostromo as second officer or surviving the attack of an acid-dripping alien. She has no tragic backstory to ‘get over’ in the course of that either – because isn’t a hostile alien on board enough??


			

			Science-fiction author Veronica Sicoe (@veronicasicoe) writes of character arc in a way I can get behind. She describes character arc as having three main types: ‘Growth’ (the classic idea of change or transformation); ‘Shift’ (where a protagonist will need to shift his or her perspective, somehow via a different role, with different skills) (Note: the end result here is not ‘better’, just different); and ‘Fall’ (usually associated with tragedy, our protagonist will end up leading the bad guys, or signing his/her own death warrant somehow). I would say, then, that Ripley has a ‘Shift’ arc – after all, even once she escapes the creature on board the Nostromo, her life will never be the same again as she leads expedition after expedition against the Xenomorph in the franchise.

			WHAT IS ‘BAD’ CHARACTERISATION?

			‘Easier to say what I hate! Like characters too stupid to live, doing something no sane person would do, such as entering a room/cave/dark without a torch, or not calling the police when they need to! I also hate perfect characters… no one is perfect.’

			– Liz Fenwick, author (@Liz_Fenwick)

			While there are favourite characters ‘everyone’ seems to like, just like favourite stories, these will always have their detractors as well. Some of these complaints will be valid; others not so much. Most will hover somewhere in the middle. What’s more, there will be just as many – if not more! – people who have no clue who that character is. Human beings are individuals and consume and perceive stories according to their personal worldviews, experiences and understanding. On this basis, there cannot ever be one universal character or story that is for ‘everyone’. There is no such thing. Perhaps inevitably, it’s easier to describe what bad characterisation is than good:

			
					Bad characterisation feels two-dimensional, wooden, unbelievable and inauthentic

					Characters feel clichéd and make use of stale, overused and even offensive tropes

					Characters don’t feel relatable, or relevant to the reader or audience

					They feel like stock characters or stereotypes

					There are ‘too many’ characters, so readers and viewers can’t keep track of who is doing what and why in the story

					Characters feel ‘tick box’ – like the writer has lifted them straight from another work, or to satisfy an agenda or soapbox of their own

					Characters feel like plot devices, there solely to go through the motions

					Characters have boring goals we’ve seen a million times before

					Characters don’t have clear motivations – we don’t know what the protagonist wants or why the antagonist wants to stop them (or similar)

					Characters don’t have clear role functions – we don’t know who the protagonist or antagonist are, or why the secondary characters are there

			

			Taking all this into account, WHO your character is, WHAT they are doing in the story and WHY they are doing it is key in ensuring your readers or viewers get onboard with your story – whether you’re attempting diversity or not.

			RELATABILITY AND RELEVANCE

			‘I like characters who are different to the norm but ones I can identify with on some level. Ideally, I’d like more characters that challenge me and initially throw me out of my comfort zone, only to draw me closer to them as I get to know their stories.’

			– Mark Renshaw, screenwriter (@markyrenshaw)

			‘Relatable’ and ‘relatability’ – as well as hashtags and sayings like #relatablemuch – are modern words that have sprung up in the social media age. These are words young people may use a lot, which us ‘grown-ups’ may complain about! But writers should ignore ‘relatable’ and its many versions at their peril, because it is ‘relatability’ that enables us to find our target audience, because when someone says a character or story is ‘relatable’, what they’re saying is that the character or story feels RELEVANT. This is the ‘Holy Grail’ when it comes to creative writing, because relevance means people will WANT IT.

			First, though, a short history. In the past, much has been made of ‘likeable’ characters in writing classes, books and by so-called ‘gurus’. The notion that an audience has to actively LIKE the protagonists whose journeys, missions or problems they are reading or watching is understandable on the surface – after all, who wants to watch the story of an evil despot who tries to take over the world? Oh, quite a lot of people it turns out! Some of the most iconic characters are antagonists, with evil plans: Darth Vader in the Star Wars franchise and Lord Voldemort in the Harry Potter series are the most obvious, but there are lots of others.

			So ‘likeable’ was swapped for ‘sympathetic’ or ‘empathetic’. But, again, these words fell short. Antagonists are frequently just as popular as protagonists, if not more so, especially in stories with a thriller element. In addition, the phenomenon of so-called ‘anti-heroes’ means the protagonist can be badly behaved, yet still earn our interest and even love. There is nothing remotely ‘sympathetic’ or ‘empathetic’ about the likes of Melvin Udall in As Good as It Gets (1998), who is both a misogynist and a homophobe; or the generally misanthropic Walt Kowalski in Gran Torino (2008) or Riddick in Pitch Black (2000), who is a murderer and manipulator.

			Instead, audiences relate to these characters: who hasn’t met a disgruntled, angry old man like Udall or Kowalski? We feel sorry for the latter and are impressed by the former, who is so outrageous, we can’t wait to see what he says next. Riddick, in comparison, is a subtle twist on the classic muscle-bound hero, on every level: he’s not anyone’s saviour, he’s not even white. Instead, he’s dangerous, out for what he can get – in effect, the exact opposite of what audiences in the sci-fi/action/thriller genre expect. It’s no wonder Riddick was a star-making turn for Vin Diesel (just a shame they weren’t able to capture lightning in the bottle for the subsequent two sequels).

			It is easy to say words like ‘role models’, ‘empowerment’ or ‘postive representation’ when talking about diversity in storytelling. It is also understandable that writers may feel the responsibility to do this, or that audiences may think they want it. And in some stories, this is desirable. However, it’s important to note that true diversity means bad characters, too, warts and all. An antagonist is just a role function, not a moral judgement; it might seem that way when ‘bad’ characters are ‘all the same’ – but that is why we need diversity. More on this, next.

			DRAMA = CONFLICT

			‘Positive representation is great. But flawed characters are more interesting, believable and can be invested in more.’

			– Robin Bell, screenwriter and filmmaker (@robinbellwriter)

			When drama is conflict, it’s also perfectly possibly to be in awe of, or even enjoy, a character’s bad behaviour, while not condoning it. One of the biggest controversies surrounding Gillian Flynn’s Gone Girl was Amy Dunne’s appalling use of violence against women in her own favour. At various points in the story, she pretends to be a battered wife, rape survivor and kidnap victim. As a character, Amy Dunne is, without a doubt, a truly horrific human being. Flynn was accused of misogyny AND misandry in penning both the novel and the movie (no mean feat!).

			But Amy Dunne is an embodiment of what some infamous women in real life have done: knowing the law often sees women as victims, certain women have played on this assumption to take down husbands, boyfriends, brothers and work colleagues in high-profile cases. One such case that comes to mind is that of Karla Homolka, one half of the ‘Ken and Barbie Killers’ in Toronto in the nineties. She and her husband, Paul Bernardo, were convicted of the rape and murder of at least three young women, including Karla’s own teenage sister, Tammy. During her trial Homolka insisted she had been under the manipulative influence of her husband, a claim many psychology and law experts believe was accepted because Homolka was female and Bernardo was male. Later it was revealed this was a lie, with Homolka using society’s narrative of ‘women as victims’ to her own advantage. But by then it was far too late: Homolka’s plea bargain, plus her resulting more lenient sentence, was in place and the blame had been laid squarely at Bernardo’s door.

			So, it’s this word, ‘relatability’, that enabled the success of Gone Girl. There’s literally nothing Amy Dunne won’t do to get what she wants, which is revenge on her feckless, unfaithful husband, Nick. Flynn takes the classic notion of ‘Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned’ and runs with it, asking what WOULDN’T you do, to get your revenge on a cheating spouse? The notion of ‘being traded in for a younger model’ is something the women in the audience may be terrified of, perhaps having seen it in their own families as fathers or brothers-in-law leave their mothers and sisters. But betrayal and infidelity can bite deep and the scars last for years, regardless of gender, so who wouldn’t want to get even? While not all of us would seek revenge, I think most people would admit to at least thinking about it, even if it’s just fantasy.

			As author Kirsten Lamb (@KirstenLambTX) points out, ‘Great fiction is fuelled by bad decisions and human weakness.’ Gone Girl builds on this, playing on deeply engrained gender roles and other social elements that both men and women in the target audience recognise instantly. You don’t have to be trapped in a bad marriage to appreciate the irony of how the tables are turned on Nick, again and again. Every trap Amy lays, he falls into, hook, line and sinker. And we – the target audience, anyway – love it. Not because it’s a ‘nice’ or ‘positive’ story – spoiler alert: every character ends up pretty much screwed over! – but because, IF you like that sort of thing, Gone Girl is dark, delicious and damn entertaining.

			THE ‘HIGHLANDER EFFECT’

			‘Stale character tropes… Two-dimensional characters, especially BAME ones, as if that one characteristic was enough!’

			– Julian Friedmann, literary agent (@julianfriedmann)

			You may recall the catchphrase ‘There can be only one!’ from the movie Highlander (1985). I relate this to diverse characters because too often they suffer what I call the ‘Highlander Effect’, in that such a character may be included… but there will be ONLY ONE. The rest in the cast will be default white, straight and, too often, male as well. While this may not seem like that big an issue, it does mean we end up with the following ‘tick-box’ characters, especially when there’s teamwork or an ensemble involved:
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