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CHAPTER ONE

	Introduction

	 

	 

	“The privilege of a lifetime is being who you are.” 

	—Viola Davis

	 


Viola Davis would have never thought that starring in the movie The Help would catapult her from relative anonymity into being a mainstream, A-list actress. She had been in the industry for more than a decade already, and this movie would be more of a passion project because its story hits close to home. Growing up, she was deprived of a lot of good things and saw her mother struggle as a housekeeper/maid to people who did not treat her well. Her mother worked hard but still lived in poverty. Davis would later regret the role, saying that “not a lot of narratives are also invested in our humanity" and that Hollywood is more "invested in the idea of what it means to be Black, but…it's catering to the white audience. The white audience at the most can sit and get an academic lesson into how we are. Then they leave the movie theater and they talk about what it meant. They're not moved by who we were.” At the time she felt that it would tell the story of women like her mother who suffered under a system set up against them. 

	But now Davis has a voice that is respected and can change the dynamics and disparities in the entertainment industry. Growing up in abject poverty where to survive, she learned to steal and rummage for food. She had no future by any standards. Her family lived in a rat-infested apartment that was barely cleaned, as her mother had to work multiple low-paying jobs to try to make ends meet. The ends did not meet, as her money was stretched thin. Mr. Davis was an irresponsible father and unfaithful husband whose earnings went to alcohol and courting many extramarital relationships which inevitably led to fights between Davis’s parents. The fights would turn violent, and Davis would see her father beat up her mother. The chaos was so bad that when she was just a little girl, she asked God to just take her and end her life if things weren’t going to change. 

	As if by divine intervention, her life did change. Although it took much longer than the young Viola would have liked, her current life is a far cry from where she came from. “There is an emotional abandonment that comes with poverty and being Black. The weight of generational trauma and having to fight for your basic needs doesn’t leave room for anything else. You just believe you’re the leftovers,” Viola comments about her upbringing. 

	God did pull through for her, as there was always some sense of respite that would lead her to where she would end up. Even when she was being intensely bullied at school, some teachers recognized her intelligence and talent and encouraged her to pursue acting and education while also providing psychosocial support. While it didn’t make up for being deprived of a healthy family life, it allowed her to realize that there were functional people out there with whom she could build good relationships with. 

	Her passion for acting might also be attributed to her toxic family drama, as Davis would immerse herself in books and television to tune out the shouting and fighting going on around her. That is when she came across Cicely Tyson in the TV adaptation of The Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittman which opened to the idea that a Black woman could act in Hollywood and be seen on screen. Tyson made Davis consider acting an honorable profession worth pursuing. “I thought that what actors did were Sanford and Son and That’s My Mama and Good Times and The Jeffersons. I didn’t know that that was what craft was all about. And so I said, that’s what I want to do with my life. To me, it seemed like an honorable profession,” Davis commented. She desired the diversity and realness that she saw in Tyson, and the barriers that Tyson broke with her acting deeply inspired her. 
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