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COMMENTARY By DR. DHANPAUL NARINE

Dr. Dhanpaul Narine

Diversity at the Oscars

Michael Caine has 
asked Black actors to be 
patient. If there were an 
Oscar for patience Black 
actors would have won it 
many times. Remember 
Hattie McDaniel? She 
was the fi rst Black per-
son to win an Academy 
Award. Hattie won it in 
1939 for best Support-
ing Actress in the movie 
‘Gone with the Wind’ in 
which she played the role 
of Mammy.

On the night of 
the ceremony Hat-
tie had to sit in a 
segregated area re-
served for Blacks. 
In her acceptance 
speech Hattie rec-
ognized the import 
of the moment and 
hoped that she was 
a ‘credit to her 
race.’ One of her 
greatest desires was 
to be buried in the 
Hollywood cem-
etery among the 
‘showbiz types’ but 
even in death she 
found segregation. 
The cemetery was 
for whites only. 
Hattie died in 1952, 
two years before 
Brown v the Board 
of Education.

It would take another 
25 years after Hattie for a 
Black actor to win an Os-
car. He was Sidney Poitier 
who won it for ‘Lilies of 
the Field’ in 1964. He too 
realized the signifi cance 
of the Oscar to peoples 
of color. In a short accep-
tance speech Poitier hoped 
that the doors would be 
opened to more coloreds. 
In other words he want-
ed to see more diversity 
in Hollywood. In a world 
where phoneyism is rife 
and where smart gadgets 
are mistaken for the real 
script Sidney Poitier is 
respected as an authentic 
voice, a decent man that 
exudes class and dignity.

The Academy award-
ed an honorary Oscar to 
Poitier in 2002 and after a 
2-minute ovation he cap-
tivated his audience with 
brilliant oratory. He said, 
‘ I arrived in Hollywood 
at the age of twenty two 
in a time different than to-
day’s, a time in which the 
odds against my standing 
here tonight fi fty three 
years later would not have 
fallen in my favor. Back 
then no root had been es-
tablished for where I was 
hoping to go, no pathway 
left in evidence for me to 

trace and yet I am here at 
the end of a journey that 
in 1949 would have been 
considered almost impos-
sible.’

Poitier accepted the 
award in the memory of 
‘all the African American 
actors and actresses who 
went before me in the dif-
fi cult years and on whose 
shoulders I was privileged 
to stand to see where I 
might go.’

In his books ‘This 
Life’ and ‘The Measure of 
a Man’ Poitier speaks with 
honesty and candor of the 
struggles he overcame 
to make it to the top. He 
was born in Cat Island in 
the Bahamas and went to 
Florida in his teens doing 
a series of odd jobs. When 
Poitier arrived in New 
York he saw an advertise-
ment and auditioned for 
an acting role but found 
that he could not read or 
speak well.

Poitier worked hard at 
both and eventually found 
a place in Hollywood. His 
body of work is most im-
pressive. Who can forget 
him in ‘To Sir with Love?’ 
or his role as a cop when 
he famously said, ‘They 
call me Mr. Tibbs’ in ‘the 
Heat of the Night.’ There 
is no question that Poiti-
er helped to break down 
barriers in ‘Guess Who’s 
Coming to Dinner.’

Over the years Holly-
wood has had an uneasy 
and rather awkward re-
lationship with the black 
community. There are 
wonderful black actors, 
screenwriters and direc-
tors but they are not given 
the chance to display their 
craft. It would take 38 
years after Sidney Poitier 

for Denzel Washington 
to win best actor with 
‘Training Day.’ Some 
people feel that Denzel 
should have won it for ‘ 
Philadelphia’ or even be-
fore that for ‘Mississippi 
Masala.’

The recent outcry 
about marginalization in 
Hollywood has brought 
the treatment of other 
groups into focus. His-
panics and Native Indians 
feel that they too have 
been slighted by Holly-
wood. They should not be 
taken for granted. Accord-
ing to Nielsen National 

Research Group, 
Hispanics possess 
$1trillon in purchas-
ing power annual-
ly and in 2012, ‘ 
Hispanics were the 
heaviest moviegoers, 
as they represent-
ed 18 percent of the 
movie-going popu-
lation but accounted 
for 25 percent of all 
movies seen.’ 

H o l l y w o o d ’ s 
ambivalence with 
the Hispanic com-
munity predates the 
talkies. In the silent 
era the villains were Mex-
icans and their vices were 
displayed in the ‘Greas-
er’ fi lms. In 1935 ‘The 
Girl of Rio’ created a stir 
when some Latin Amer-
ican countries refused to 
screen it arguing that it 
misrepresented Spanish 
culture and that many of 
the actors were not even 
of Spanish origin. Holly-
wood tried to correct this 
with ‘Juarez’ in 1939 but 
this was short-lived as 
samba replaced bandito.

Canadian Indian Chief 
Dan George was nom-
inated for an Academy 
Award in 1971 for ‘Little 
Big Man’ while Puerto Ri-
can Rita Moreno became 
the fi rst Hispanic to win 

an Oscar for ‘West Side 
Story’ in 1962. But in the 
1970’s Hollywood was 
serving up the usual fare 
in ‘ Bring me the head of 
Alfred Garcia’ and ‘Viva 
Max’ and ‘Bananas.’ Mar-
lon Brando and Anthony 
Quinn appeared in ‘Viva 
Zapata’ to show Zapata as 
a leader with integrity but 
the reviews were mixed. 
In 1973 Brando won an 
Oscar for ‘The Godfather’ 
but he boycotted the cer-
emonies. He sent Sacheen 
Littlefeather, in Apache 
garb, to read a statement. 
Littlefeather said that 

Brando could not 
accept the award, 
‘because of the 
treatment of Amer-
ican Indians today 
by the fi lm indus-
try.’

What are the 
obstacles to diver-
sity in Hollywood? 
One of the answers 
has to do with the 
composition of the 
Academy. The cur-
rent president is 
Cheryl Boone, an 
African-American, 

but she is a polished fi g-
urine on the mantelpiece. 
The real power lies with 
the inner circle and Ms. 
Boone does not appear to 
be a game changer. For 
example, when she be-
came president in 2013 
she promised to deliver 
on diversity. This has not 
happened.

A survey by the Los 
Angeles Times found that, 
‘ some of the Academy’s 
25 branches are almost 
exclusively white and 
male. Caucasians current-
ly make up 90 percent 
or more of every acade-
my branch except actors, 
whose roster is 88 percent 
white. The academy ex-
ecutive branch is 98 per-

cent white, as is its writ-
ers branch.’ Ms. Boone 
belongs to the executive 
branch and she is the only 
person of color there.

Men dominate the de-
partments of cinematog-
raphy and visual effects, 
comprising 90 percent in 
these departments. The 
screenwriting branch 
has 19 per cent women, 
the academy Producers 
branch 18 percent women 
and the Directors branch 
only 9 per cent women. 
In fact the only woman 
Director to win an Oscar 
is Kathryn Bigelow for 
the ‘Hurt Locker’ and this 
was in 2010.

Another impediment to 
diversity is the reluctance 
of members to accommo-
date ideas that would lead 
to change. Denzel Wash-
ington wants the Acade-
my to be ‘opened up’ and 
to balance its member-
ship. But Frank Pierson, 
a former Academy pres-
ident has other ideas. He 
won an Oscar for ‘Dog 
Day Afternoon’ in 1976 
and according to Pierson, 
‘ I don’t see any reason 

why the academy 
should represent 
the entire Amer-
ican population. 
We represent 
the professional 
fi lmmakers, and 
if that doesn’t re-
fl ect the general 
population, so be 
it.’

But what 
about the present-
ers on the night of 
the Oscars? The 
2011 ceremo-
ny did not have 
a single black 
presenter. This 
prompted Samu-
el L. Jackson to 
write, ‘ It’s ob-
vious there’s not 
ONE Black male 
actor in Holly-
wood that’s able 

to read a teleprompter, 
or that’s ‘hip enuf,’ for 
the new academy demo-
graphic!’

Samuel Jackson will 
recall that in 1996 the 
Rev. Jesse Jackson orga-
nized protests over the 
exclusion of black Oscar 
nominees. Rev. Jack-
son said at the time that 
his protests will ‘ open 
up the consciousness of 
Hollywood’ against cul-
tural violence. In the 21 
years since those protests 
very little has changed. 
In fact 2016 is the second 
straight year that there are 
no black nominations for 
an Oscar.

What then can be 
done to prevent the Os-

cars from being ‘lily 
white?’ Spike Lee has 
called for participation 
in decision-making. He 
wants more ‘green light 
votes’ that in Hollywood 
terms mean the persons 
that decide what is going 
to be made into movies. 
According to Lee, Black 
moviemakers are not in 
these rooms and there-
fore have no say. Presi-
dent Boone announced 
that membership will be 
reviewed and a new struc-
ture will be implemented 
to have more diversity but 
this has to be viewed with 
skepticism. The member-
ship is separate from the 
industry. The black actor 
Idris Elba was magnifi -
cent in ‘ Beasts of No Na-
tion’ while ‘Straight Outta 
Compton’ has won rave 
reviews but both Elba and 
‘Compton’ were sidelined 
in 2016.

In the meantime var-
ious comments have 
emerged from members 
of the Academy. Sir Mi-
chael Caine urged that 
black actors should be 
more patient but the time 
for patience has gone. 
People want action. Both 
Don Cheadle and Matt 
Damon have welcomed 
pledges for change. Char-
lotte Rampling who is 
shortlisted this year be-
lieves that diversity is 
‘racist to whites’ but Viola 
Davis who was nominat-
ed for ‘The Help’ in 2012 
says that the opportunity 
does not match the talent 
and that there needs to 
be more opportunity for 
Blacks.

Dustin Hoffman sup-
ports a boycott of the Os-
cars while Quincy Jones 
wants to speak for fi ve 
minutes or else he will 
boycott. Chris Rock who 
will host the event calls it 
a white industry. He asks, 
‘how many black men 
have you met working in 
Hollywood? Where is the 
big black PR Agency and 
the black producer? That’s 
why I’ve put a micro-
chip in Steve McQueen’s 
pocket and track him!’   

The views expressed in this column 
are solely those of the writer and do 
not necessarily represent the views 

of the THE WEST INDIAN.

The keys on the piano may be black 
and white but sometimes they seem 

to be miles apart. 

Sidney Poitier: a gentleman that exudes class has paved the 
way for minorities to do well in Hollywood.


