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1 Introduction 

Recently the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences has been criticised for 

overlooking African Americans1 and other ethnic minorities in the Academy Awards. 

2016 was the second year in a row to not have a single black actor2 nominated for an 

award for any acting role. This caused a wave of debate and criticism against the 

Academy, with a trending topic circulating through social media: #OscarsSoWhite. In 

my Master’s Thesis, I study how justified this criticism is by analysing films about 

African Americans and attempt to determine how white-dominated these films are. 

The “OscarsSoWhite” outrage is mostly a commentary on the small number of 

African American actors nominated for acting categories. Writer Saladin Ahmed 

contributed to the discussion in 2016 by tweeting: “There are more nominations for 

white men named Mark than there are for people of color across all acting categories”. 

This domination of white Marks did not require much, as in 2016 there were only two 

nominated actors called Mark: Mark Rylance and Mark Ruffalo, but as there were no 

people of colour nominated, the tweet is still true. Television host Joy Reid tweeted 

“#OscarsSoWhite black people can’t even get nominated for the movies about black 

people…” referring to the fact that in the 2016 awards the only nomination for Creed 

was for Sylvester Stallone as a Supporting Actor and Straight Outta Compton was 

nominated for Best Screenplay with all white writers.  

The host of the 2016 Academy Awards, Chris Rock, continuously referred to the 

“OscarsSoWhite” controversy during his speeches. He questioned why this 

controversy has risen now, because there have been plenty of Academy Award shows 

in the past without African American nominees – his answer was that in the 1950s and 

1960s African Americans were too busy being “raped and lynched” to care about the 

Academy Awards. Rock also expressed surprise at the fact that African Americans 

have so few opportunities in the film industry, as he called producers and film writers 

the “nicest white people on Earth”. In his words: they are liberals, yet still do not hire 

                                                 
1 Throughout this study, I use the word “African American” to refer to Americans with an African 

heritage. I use the word “black” when referencing or quoting others’ texts when they have used the word 

“black”, or when I include people with an African heritage from outside the United States in the 

discussion. 
2 I use the word “actor” gender-neutrally, and only use the word “actress” in the name of awards, such 

as the Academy Award for an Actress in a Leading Role, because that is the official name for the award. 
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African Americans. Chris Rock continued to say that the Awards themselves do not 

matter – what African Americans and other people of colour want is opportunity (88th 

Academy Awards, 2016). People of colour want better roles. The fact that there are so 

few African American nominees stems from the fact that they have fewer roles, smaller 

roles and less diverse roles. To change the number of awards, the way films are made 

must be changed. 

Besides finding out how justified the criticism of the Academy Awards is, 

another reason I wish to do this study is that there is very little linguistic study done 

on films. Films are largely underrepresented in academic studies in other fields as well. 

Since films are extremely popular and an important distributor of ideologies, I believe 

they should be studied much more than they are now. Media literacy and criticism are 

an important part of the modern person’s life, as film and other media are mostly 

unavoidable. 

Yet another reason why I find this study important and relevant is the need to 

change the views of film makers and the film industry. By studying diversity and the 

reasons behind segregation, we are more able to change attitudes to create a more equal 

and opportunistic world. The issue of inequality is not restricted to the opportunities 

of African American actors, but is linked to how African Americans are viewed in 

general. Racism in the United States is no longer as overt as is has been in the past, but 

there are still many issues that show that racism is still a problem. Many African 

Americans live in highly segregated neighbourhoods (Massey and Denton, 1993 and 

Frey, 2015), they are highly overrepresented in prisons and often get longer prison 

sentences than European Americans3 do for similar crimes (National Association for 

the Advancement of Colored People, 2016 and Rehavi and Starr, 2014), and recent 

news and outcry about police shooting African American men are all examples of how 

racism still thrives. Because overt racism is not widely accepted, but societal inequality 

still continues, the reasons for unequal structures must be searched for from more 

discreet places. The entertainment industry is the perfect vessel for ideologies: media 

images are highly influential, yet are rarely taken seriously or considered to be of great 

importance in societal matters. When the media constantly depicts a minority in a 

                                                 
3 Similarly to “African American”, I use the word “European American” to refer to Americans with a 

European heritage. I use the word “white” when referencing or quoting another’s work when it is the 

word they have used, or when referring to white people in general, also from outside the United States. 
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certain way and does not give much voice to the minority itself, the messages conveyed 

must be studied to be able to view them critically and to give power to the viewer, 

instead of the producer.  

The films I study are Academy Award Best Picture nominees and winners from 

the past 25 years that focus on African American characters. My hypothesis is that 

though these films are centred on African Americans, the films are still dominated by 

white characters. I base my hypothesis on a study being done by linguists Carmen 

Fought and Karen Eisenhauer on Disney’s princess movies, which shows that though 

these films have female main characters, most of the speaking in the films is done by 

male characters4. My hypothesis is also based on a superficial viewing of the films in 

this study: for instance, The Help (2011), a film about the lives of African American 

maids in the 1960’s, has a European American protagonist and is told from a white 

perspective, and films such as The Blind Side (2009) and The Green Mile (1999) have 

a central African American character, but the main protagonists and almost all other 

characters are European American. As the “OscarsSoWhite” controversy has mostly 

focused on acting awards, and not for instance awards for writing or directing, my 

focus in this study is on characters and the types of roles they play. 

The main question I aim to answer with my study is whether African Americans 

are portrayed as equals to European Americans in praised Hollywood films. My data 

set consists of a very small number of films, but all of the films have been nominated 

for the most prestigious award in the film industry and thus represent films that are 

highly appreciated, giving them special importance. The recent criticism on the Oscars 

and superficial knowledge of many films with African American characters support 

the notion that Hollywood is, at least to some extent, discriminatory or even racist. 

Scientific studies are needed on this topic to determine how true this image of 

Hollywood is. Since financing and profits govern the film industry to a large extent, I 

also compare my results with the budgets and profits of the films to see if there is a 

correlation between European American dominance in films and how much money is 

put into making those films. 

                                                 
4 Fought and Eisenhauer’s study is not yet finished, and there are no freely available academic sources 

to be found on their study. I have tried contacting both researchers for more information on their work, 

but neither has replied. Information on the study I have found from Guo’s article on The Washington 

Post (2016). 
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As mentioned earlier, my data is comprised of Best Picture nominees and 

winners from the past 25 years with central African American characters. The reason 

I have chosen this set of films is partially because of the “OscarsSoWhite” debate, but 

also because the Academy is considered a representative of Hollywood and is highly 

influential in the industry, both nationally in the United States and globally. The films 

the Academy members choose as Best Picture nominees all represent films that 

Hollywood appreciates and are seen as the best of the best. The types of ideologies and 

representations of minorities portrayed in these films give an insight into deeper ideals 

of the industry. 

I gather my data by measuring how much African American and European 

American characters speak in the films, comparing the temporal durations between 

these. Other ethnicities are also taken into consideration here, but they are in such 

minor roles in the films that I do not go into them deeply. I find speech times a 

significant contributor to the power relations in films as speech is one of the only ways 

a character can express themselves and their feelings. Most usually, a character who is 

silent has little power, and a character who dominates conversation is clearly in 

control. Naturally, some characters are powerful, though they say little and express 

their power through non-verbal communication. I have not been able to analyse non-

verbal communication in this study to such an extent that I could take this into 

consideration, which is why my results are mostly quantitative. If the silence of 

African Americans is more a rule than an exception, that is something that non-verbal 

communication alone cannot explain. In my study, I try to find how much Hollywood 

allows African Americans to use their voice, how much space is given to express their 

views and how much African Americans are respected and heard. 

In this paper I first discuss the background for my study: the status of African 

Americans in the United States generally and how the media can affect the opinions 

of its viewers. I also discuss the way the film industry has used its power, the role of 

African Americans in the film industry specifically, and also some background on the 

Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences and the Academy Awards. Then I 

discuss my methods for this study, explaining how and why I chose the films I did for 

this study and how I measured the speech times in these. Later, I analyse my findings 

and discuss what I find the results to mean in relation to my hypothesis. In the last part 
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of this paper I conclude by summarising my findings and stating whether my 

hypothesis was met or not. 
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2 Background 

In this section I discuss the background for my paper. First, I analyse the status of 

African Americans in the United States on a general level, examining segregation and 

reasons for ongoing inequality. Then I discuss media literacy and why it is important 

to have education for reading media images. Later, I write about film studies more 

specifically by discussing propaganda, protest, and ideologies in the film industry. 

Then I examine the role of African Americans in Hollywood from the early stages of 

Hollywood until the present day. Finally, I discuss the Academy of Motion Picture 

Arts and Sciences and the Academy Awards in more detail. 

 

2.1 African Americans, segregation, and inequality  

The United States of America is a highly segregated country: to achieve complete 

integration, over half of the population of African Americans would have to move to 

areas populated with mostly European Americans (Frey, 2015). Census data from 2010 

to 2014 show a moderate decline in segregation across most large metropolitan areas 

in the United States, and African American neighbourhoods are becoming more 

diverse due to the growth of the number of Latin Americans and other minorities, but 

this diversification is still so moderate it “hardly signals the end of segregation in the 

United States” (ibid.).  The reason segregation is so significant is that high segregation 

is often linked to concentrated poverty, and blacks especially live in much poorer 

neighbourhoods than whites (Aliprantis and Zenker, 2011). The neighborhood one 

lives in affects inhabitants lives and opportunities greatly especially in the United 

States, for instance due to the fact that almost half of the funding for schools comes 

from local property taxes, creating large disparities between quality of education in 

wealthy and impoverished communities (Biddle and Berliner, 2002). Concentrated 

poverty also usually induces social isolation and reduces access to social resources, 

which indicates fewer job opportunities and difficulties with housing (Tigges, Brown 

and Green, 1998). All of these factors lead to inequality and less opportunity. 

The segregation of America into poor, urban, black neighborhoods and rich, 

white suburbs was considered a remarkable factor in inequality until the 1960s, but 

has since been given little attention though there have been ongoing efforts for a more 

equal society (Massey and Denton, 1993: 3-4). The segregation of neighbourhoods 
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feeds institutional racism and is one factor in strengthening stereotypes. People living 

in wealthier neighborhoods feel that people influence their own future greatly, since 

they have the opportunity to do so; they start to see people living in poor 

neighborhoods as deserving that lot in life, as they have chosen not to educate 

themselves or get proper jobs. In poor neighborhoods doing these things is not that 

simple as opportunities for bettering one’s position are fewer. 

The segregation and inequality of African Americans is a vicious circle: 

segregation was originally enforced due to racist attitudes (Massey and Denton, 1993: 

83), and the segregation continues due to negative attitudes towards African 

Americans. The fact that so many African Americans live in poor neighborhoods affect 

other people’s attitudes of them, leading for instance to African Americans not being 

desired as employees, which in turn leads to more poverty and more economic limits 

to integration (ibid.). The segregation of the American population causes people of 

different races or ethnicities to not personally know many people of other ethnic or 

racial groups: 91% of white Americans’ friends are also white (Cox, Navarro-Rivera 

and Jones, 2016). Since attitudes have so greatly contributed to this issue, and people 

have so few relations with those from other backgrounds, changing attitudes and 

understanding through media can be a significant factor in fixing these problems or 

exacerbating these problems, depending on the media’s content. 

Racism in the contemporary Western world is a difficult issue to tackle since 

racism is much less overt than it was even only some decades ago, thus the reasons for 

inequality are more hidden and complex than they used to be. Instead of segregation 

in school and open discrimination in employment, there is avoidance of African 

Americans and often “unconscious” negative feelings towards them (Dovidio and 

Gaertner, 2011: 112-113). Racism still persists, though most people deny being racist 

and say they are against racism. There is also a clear difference between how European 

Americans and African Americans view discrimination and racism. In 1985, 60% of 

whites believed that racial inequality was not caused by discrimination, whereas 80% 

of African Americans believed that it was exactly so (Schuman et al., 1998 in Massey, 

2007: 52). A more recent study from 2016 shows a similar trend, though with less 

drastic results: 38% of white Americans agree with the statement “Our country has 

made the changes needed to give blacks equal rights with whites”, whereas only 8% 

of blacks agree with the same statement (Pew Research Center, 2016). Also, in the 
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early 1990s, 57 to 69% of African Americans perceived “a lot” of discrimination 

against blacks, but only 19 to 33% of whites had a similar perception (Kluegel and 

Bobo, 2001 in Massey, 2007: 52).  

Bonnilla-Silva writes that many white people are actually seeing racism as a 

problem kept up by the minorities themselves by “playing the race card” and wishing 

for affirmative action (2014: 1). This idea of “reverse racism” and “color-blind racism” 

allows the majority population to maintain their privilege and express resentment 

towards minorities without sounding overtly racist (Bonilla-Silva, 2014: 4). If racism 

no longer exists, then that means that the problems of African Americans today are not 

caused by government policies, but by the people or their culture (Kelley, 1997: 8). 

This is a very dangerous view to have, as thinking the situation is so makes it even 

more difficult for the underprivileged to thrive, because then both the government and 

the public opinion are against them.  

Kelley says that the difference in the situation of African Americans between the 

era right after the Civil Rights Movement and the 1990s is that previously “black 

people still had reason to be optimistic”, when in the 1990s, that optimism faded and 

the situation was otherwise still as bad as in the early 1970s (1997: 5-7). Overt racism 

was for the most part eliminated during the Civil Rights Era, and after that came the 

sort of racism that still thrives today – covert, societal and “colour-blind”. Many 

European Americans are skeptical towards this new sort of racism, believing it does 

not influence the opportunities of African Americans; 36% of white Americans believe 

racial discrimination causes African Americans to struggle, whereas 70% of African 

Americans believe the same (Pew Research Center, 2016). Stories, whether through 

film or literature, have the power to allow a person to see the world through another’s 

eyes. For European Americans to understand why African Americans view 

discrimination so differently, stories must be told from the perspective of African 

Americans. The media in general and the film industry specifically have the possibility 

to create more understanding between the majority and minorities though telling 

stories that have not yet been heard, or have been heard too rarely. 
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2.2 The power of media 

People use many types of media on a daily basis, often for long periods of time. The 

political and social power of media is thus extensive, and different media should be 

studied more than they currently are to see what sort of messages are being portrayed. 

Through studying media, we can learn what should be taught in media education and 

obtain a clearer view about why media education should be taught more widely than 

it is today. Studying media allows the viewers to have more power over what they are 

seeing and being exposed to. 

Films are a crucial part of people’s media use. For example, going to the cinema 

is an extremely popular leisure time activity in the United States and Canada, with 

69% of the population attending the cinema at least once in 2015. Out of these, the 

average number of tickets sold per moviegoer was 5.6 in 2015. Both of these figures 

have been slightly rising in the past couple of years (Motion Picture Association of 

America, 2016: 2, 11), meaning that the cinema will most likely continue to have large 

attendance figures in the future as well. 

In 2015, Americans spent on average 2.8 hours each day watching television, 

taking up over half of their leisure time (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2016). Though 

this data is on television, not on films, the information above gives importance to films 

as well: films are broadcast on television all the time, and especially classics and 

successful films are often aired. The films I study are part of this group that are aired 

on television often. Television is important for my study also due to the fact that the 

Academy Award show is broadcast on television every year with large audiences 

watching at home. The award show would not even be close to its current popularity 

or importance were it not for television. 

The effect of media can be seen as negative or positive, depending on the 

messages being circulated. In any case, media have power and with that power should 

come responsibility. That power should deliberately be put to good use. As Khan 

writes, by “increasingly reaching young people around the world, these media [radio, 

television, film and the Internet] take on power to initiate social change by acting as a 

motivating and mobilizing force” (2008:16). Films and other sorts of media can be 

proactive solutions to social issues, but this would require daring, political material, 

which many in the entertainment business see as tricky and risky. The main goal of 



 10  

 

 

the entertainment industry is still to make money, not to educate or make the world a 

better place. 

Many may say that education should be left to schools and other educational 

institutions, but Khan raises the interesting point that a large portion of the knowledge 

we obtain about social issues such as global warming or poverty comes from different 

media sources instead of schools (2008:16). Since people are already taking 

information from the radio, internet, television or films, there should be some sort of 

guarantee that this information is correct or useful. An even better solution would be 

to ensure that media education is taught properly, so that users of media may make up 

their own minds about what they are seeing and if what they are seeing is representing 

the truth, to “ensure that media consumers are well informed about media ethics so 

that they can deconstruct media products and judge the value of the content with some 

objectivity” (Khan, 2008: 17). Khan emphasizes the importance of media education, 

due to the fact that without it “a camera’s viewpoint may become the viewer’s version 

of reality” (Khan, 2008: 17). 

The following quote neatly summarises the effects of media, and how it has its 

power:  

“Media culture spectacles demonstrate who has power and 

who is powerless…It is therefore important to learn how to 

understand, interpret, and criticize its meanings and messages. In a 

contemporary media culture, the dominant media of information and 

entertainment are a profound and often misperceived source of 

cultural pedagogy: they contribute to educating us how to behave 

and what to think, feel, believe, fear, and desire – and what not to. 

Consequently, the gaining of critical media literacy is an important 

resource for individuals and citizens in learning how to cope with 

this seductive cultural environment. Learning how to read, criticize, 

and resist media manipulation can help individuals empower 

themselves in relation to dominant media and culture…give 

individuals more power over their cultural environment and the 

necessary literacy to produce new forms of culture.” (Kellner, 

1995:2) 

First of all, finding power relations in media is crucial for the understanding of power 

relations in society. For instance, African Americans are often portrayed as inferior to 

European Americans in television and films, whether deliberately or due to 

thoughtlessness, and often through omission. Were African Americans and other 
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minorities to be depicted more often and in more positive circumstances in media, 

attitudes towards them in our society might be different. 

The reason the messages of media must be scrutinised is because “media culture 

can be an impediment to democracy to the extent that it reproduces reactionary 

discourses, promoting racism or sexism, ageism, classism, and other forms of 

prejudice. But media culture can also advance the interest of oppressed groups if it 

attacks such things as racism or sexism, or at least undermines them with more positive 

representations of race and gender” (Kellner, 1995:4). Media can have a negative or a 

positive impact, and since it has such power, yet those who create input for media often 

lack the will to take responsibility for that power, there should be people trying to 

make sure that responsibility is respected and the content of media should be created 

accordingly by studying the film industry critically and by initiating discussion. 

Money is one of the biggest driving forces in the entertainment industry, which is why 

in this study I compare the films’ budgets to the role of African Americans in the films 

to view correlations between the two and see if financing may be one of the reasons 

films about African Americans with major roles are so rarely made. 

Kellner describes media as an “often misperceived source of cultural pedagogy” 

(1995:2). This brings us back to the educational value that media has, which media 

will continue to have whether it is desired or not. This makes the power of media 

crucial to study and to understand. The more the media’s power is recognized and 

understood, the less the media can influence opinions without objection, and more 

people will try to change the messages of the media to convey more positive, inclusive 

messages for all kinds of people. Kellner describes media as a “seductive cultural 

environment” (ibid.), which tells us why media is so influential: it is considered 

entertainment, and as such it is often considered harmless, which makes it easy to 

approach and it can affect the audience’s views without the audience realising it. 

Kellner continues to elaborate on the above point by writing: “Media culture is 

highly pleasurable and uses sight, sound, and spectacle to seduce audiences into 

identifying with certain views, attitudes, feelings and positions” (Kellner, 1995:3). 

Especially films and television are made to evoke feelings, and the people who make 

films and television shows are paid a lot of money to make audiences laugh, cry, or 

feel scared or angry. The films I study in this thesis work are films which have been 

nominated or have won the most prestigious award in the film industry, meaning that 
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especially these films are ones that many consider to be successful at evoking the 

feelings the producers and writers want them to. They are all well executed films which 

are considered especially entertaining and have large audiences; all of this means they 

are films which convey strong messages to the masses. That is why I want to take a 

closer look at these films to try to determine what types of ideologies are present in 

them, and examine ideologies in the film industry on a wider scope as well. 

 

2.3 Films and ideologies 

Propaganda films and commercial films are often considered two separate genres, but 

as Villarejo notes, commercial films are also controlled to some extent by state power 

through censorship, subsidies, legal regulations and so forth (2013: 61). This means 

that commercial films, such as most of the ones awarded in the Academy Awards, 

cannot be truly independent, and challenging the status quo of contemporary society 

is made more difficult by this intervention. The state’s wish to intervene is also 

evidence of the fact that films have political power: if they did not, the state would 

hardly see the need for censorship. 

What governs the film industry more than any state power is financial profit. Art 

has often been a way of criticizing society or voicing opinions, but the art of film, as 

Villarejo points out, is much more governed by money than other forms of art (2013: 

123). Protest films and films that differ greatly from the mainstream are at more risk 

to be a financial disaster: the motivation to make films with a social message must 

come from something deeper than want of money and must sustain pressure from 

many levels trying to convince the makers to change the film into something more 

financially secure, meaning few films are made for the sake of social impact. The role 

of budgets and profits for the films in this study are discussed in section 4.3. Villarejo 

mentions the hosts of the Academy Awards, the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and 

Sciences (AMPAS) as one of the contributors to such a money dependent system 

(ibid.). It must also be noted that the film studios are often very large and even 

multinational, meaning that no single director enjoys total artistic control (Reid, 2005: 

3). This is why it is not enough to have some individuals trying to make a change in 

the industry: there must be a large movement trying to diversify film. 
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What makes film an especially influential and powerful medium is the fact that 

it looks so real and leaves little to the imagination. As Monaco puts it, “film does not 

suggest…it states” (2000: 159). Monaco continues to write that it is for this reason that 

learning to interpret and read the images in film is so crucial: “The better one reads an 

image, the more one understands it, the more power one has over it” (ibid.). 

Understanding film and its messages is important for an individual to help them 

have their own opinions and power over the film, but we must remember that film 

influences much more than only a few individuals. Monaco writes “because film is 

such a widespread popular phenomenon, it plays a very important part in modern 

culture, socio-politically. Because it provides such a powerful and convincing 

representation of reality” (2000: 261). Media literacy and analyzing films is not only 

for the individual, it is for the whole society. 

Film is most definitely political as well as entertaining. Monaco states that all 

films exhibit some form of political nature; “any film either reflects reality or recreates 

it (and its politics)” and “the intense communicative nature of film gives the 

relationship between film and observer a natural political dimension” (2000: 263). The 

difficulty with this political nature of film is that “the politics of the film and the 

politics of ‘real life’ are so closely intertwined that it is generally impossible to 

determine which is the cause and which is the effect” (Monaco, 2000: 262). Politics in 

film is natural, and the effect of the real world on films and the effect of films on the 

real world is something that cannot be avoided. This is exactly why these must be 

studied and film audiences must be made aware of the serious side of their 

entertainment. Since politics and film cannot be divided, we must not pretend that there 

is no such connection and wish for it to be gone. Instead, we must make sure that as 

many people as possible are aware of this connection to give power back to the 

audience. 

Another reason media literacy for films is important is that we should be able to 

also see what is left unsaid. Many Hollywood films strive to be purely escapist, and 

many films that deal with serious issues do so “at a safe time and distance from when 

the issues or events had occurred” (Hilliard, 2009: 2) – for example, there are no 

Hollywood films about the Holocaust made during or right after the Second World 

War, but decades after the Holocaust it became a popular topic for multiple Hollywood 

movies, “too late to influence the world to try to stop that genocide” (ibid.). Hollywood 
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has a tendency to try to stay neutral, but often neutrality can lead to enabling bad things 

to happen. Hollywood has power and should thus be responsible with that power: 

Hollywood did not fight against anti-Semitism in the previous century, as it is not 

fighting against racism now. And let us not forget that one of the first protest movies 

produced in Hollywood was actually for racism; The Birth of a Nation (1915) highly 

romanticises the Ku Klux Klan and vilifies African Americans (Hilliard, 2009: 125). 

The film was used as a recruitment tool for the KKK and is even credited with reviving 

the movement (Brook, 2015). 

Though Hollywood has tended to favour the status quo, since the start of the 

twenty-first century protest films have been becoming more popular tackling themes 

such as oil, pharmaceutical industry practices, and continuing racism and homophobia 

(Hilliard, 2009: 13). However, as Hilliard continues to state, the most popular protest 

films are those that protest while entertaining (2009: 23). Protest films are thus not 

usually watched for the sake of protest, but for entertainment, meaning that protest 

films are still very dependent on Hollywood’s escapist tendencies. African Americans 

and other minorities have also received more attention in the film industry in the past 

decades, but they are still underrepresented and often portrayed stereotypically. 

 

2.4 Race in media 

In this study, I look at all of the Academy Award Best Picture nominees from the past 

25 years which centre around at least one African American character. In the past 25 

years there have been 153 Best Picture Nominees: only 12 of these films centre around 

an African American. In most of these films the African American character must be 

an African American for the film to be logical: in two of the films the main character 

is a slave (Django Unchained and 12 Years a Slave), in four of the films the story is 

about a real life African American (Ray Charles in Ray, Martin Luther King Jr. in 

Selma, Michael Oher in The Blind Side and Solomon Northup in 12 Years a Slave), 

and many of the films are specifically about racism and racial inequality (The Help, 

Crash, 12 Years a Slave and Selma). The only film in my data set where race issues 

are not emphasized is Beast of the Southern Wild, in which the main emphasis is on 

living conditions in the poor bayou community where the main character Hushpuppy 

lives. The film also has European American characters living in the community and 
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there does not seem to be racial inequality between the European and African 

Americans – if anyone is a dominant figure in the film it is Hushpuppy’s father. 

Many of the Best Picture nominees with a European American main character 

do not specifically require a white person to play the role, but could be easily replaced 

by an African American, Native American, Asian, Latin American or any other actor, 

yet we rarely see films with minorities in the main roles when the film is not 

specifically about a minority. One reason for this may be that white is seen as neutral 

and unmarked (Trechter and Bucholtz, 2001), thus a white character is seen as the most 

natural choice for a leading role. Another reason may be that the industry is largely 

run by European Americans: for example, the directors for the films in the 2016 

Hollywood Diversity Report are 87.1% white (Hunt, Ramón, and Tran, 2016: 12).  

Up until the 1960s and the Civil Rights Movement, African Americans only 

played roles which specifically required a black actor. Nowadays it is not uncommon 

to see an African American lawyer, doctor or businessman in a film or on television in 

roles where the character’s race is not a significant factor in the plot. However, most 

often African Americans only play roles where the role is specified as “Black” 

(Monaco, 2000: 267). Especially in leading roles, African Americans usually play 

roles which require a black actor. Minor roles or supporting roles may be more freely 

available for African Americans. 

Hollywood has a very long history with racism: stereotyped African Americans 

have been a part of the industry since the beginning (Hilliard, 2009: 124). At first, 

African Americans were usually played by white men in blackface makeup (ibid.). 

There seems to have been a wish to portray African Americans, but not a wish to 

employ African Americans as actors. Hilliard continues to say that African Americans 

only appeared in very rare instances in Hollywood films, and though there were 

African American actors, there were barely any roles for them. Many of these actors 

would also be inclined to turn down the few roles that were offered to them due to 

racist portrayals (Hilliard, 2009: 126). Another option for African American actors, as 

well as for other performers and writers, was to move to Europe, where there were far 

more opportunities and more tolerance (Hilliard, 2009: 127). Non-stereotyped roles in 

Hollywood for African Americans started to emerge only after the Second World War 

(ibid.). 
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From as early on as the 1910s, independent “race films” were produced, made 

by African American producers, starring African Americans in stories about African 

Americans. The films were almost always light entertainment, but simply the fact that 

African Americans were able to identify with the main characters gave a strong sense 

of pride to many (Hilliard, 2009: 126).  It is important for minorities to have films 

representing them, films made by them and films made for them. As Kellner writes, 

“When members of oppressed groups gain access to media culture, their 

representations often articulate alternative visions of society…Cultural expression has 

always been a way of resisting oppression and articulating experiences of resistance 

and struggle” (Kellner, 1995: 157). Films about minorities let minorities voice their 

story and strengthen pride, but they also show others from outside that minority their 

version of society, helping others to understand them, to empathise with them and to 

see the minority as individuals that are not so different after all. Kellner gives Spike 

Lee’s films as an example, saying how “addressing issues of race, gender, and class 

from a resolutely black perspective, Lee’s films provide insights into these explosive 

problematics missing from mainstream white cinema” (1995: 158). This exemplifies 

my above point about how films about minorities help the majority to see another 

story: the minority story may be completely missing from the mainstream and what is 

usually seen. 

As mentioned earlier, African Americans were mostly played by white people 

in blackface in the beginning of Hollywood’s existence. As late as in 1949 however, 

in the film Pinky, a Caucasian woman was chosen to play an African American. The 

film tells the story of an African American with such pale skin that many mistake her 

for being white and it is mostly remembered as an anti-racist protest film (Hilliard, 

2009:130). Though the story of the film is anti-racist, the way the film was made makes 

one question the views of the producers: African Americans are interesting as a topic 

for a film, but not to such an extent that a real African American could be given the 

leading role in the film. The choice of actor was explained by saying “Hollywood felt 

the American public would not yet accept Black and white performers in a love 

relationship on the screen” (Hilliard, 2009: 130), which is perplexing because the film 

is a love story about a mixed race couple – but as long as the actors were not really 

mixed, it was deemed acceptable. 
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To this day, whitewashing – the practice of casting a white person to play the 

role of a coloured person – thrives. Some examples of recent whitewashing in films 

are the mostly white cast playing Egyptian gods in Gods of Egypt (2016), the white 

cast of Aloha (2015) set in Hawaii, a state which is 70% nonwhite (United States 

Census Bureau, 2016), and films based on Biblical stories set in the Middle-East with 

mostly white casts, such as Exodus: Gods and Kings (2014) and Noah (2014).  

As stated above, the Civil Rights Movement in the 1960s brought more equal 

roles to African Americans, but until then the problem was not only that there were 

very few positive roles for African Americans, but that many portrayals of black 

people were clearly racist (Hilliard, 2009: 124). The situation has clearly improved 

since then, but negative racial stereotypes still thrive in many television shows and 

films. 

2002 has been considered by some as the “end of racism” in Hollywood, due to 

the fact that both Halle Berry and Denzel Washington won awards for leading roles 

and Sidney Poitier received an honorary award (Leonard, 2006: 1). Though there has 

been much progress in recent years and decades in the representation of African 

Americans, there are still many issues with the way the film industry usually portrays 

them. Leonard writes that focusing on the progress in the film industry can be 

problematic, since it lessens discussion on the prevailing problems (ibid.). Leonard 

calls the recent progress in the film industry “new racism”: African Americans are 

more present in films and have more roles, but these roles still perpetuate inequality, 

poverty and violence (2006: 2-3). Spike Lee has also commented on this, claiming that 

the film industry finds it sufficient “just have to have black people on the screen, and 

don't care about the images” (Gonzales, 2001).  

Guerrero states that “estimates suggest that from 25-30 percent of the U.S. film 

audience are black Americans (over representing their 13 percent of the population), 

and Hollywood calculated that there was a significant audience for black-oriented 

films” (1993 in Kellner, 1995:158). This data is from 1993, which is around as old as 

the oldest films in my study. Though a need for films about African Americans was 

discovered already in 1993, my data set is very small compared to what it could be, 

meaning this need has not been met, at least not in the mainstream, popular Hollywood. 

In 2015, out of frequent moviegoers, African Americans made up only 11%, which is 

close to the percentage they are out of the whole population, thus not being 
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overrepresented anymore (Motion Picture Association of America, 2016: 12). 

However, only 56% of frequent moviegoers in the United States are Caucasian (ibid.), 

yet 87% of film leads are white (Hunt, Ramón, and Tran, 2016: 11). 

The presence of African Americans in films and as famous actors can have 

negative side effects, if the problems of racism in the industry and in the surrounding 

world are not openly discussed, because the success of some individuals may give the 

false impression that all African Americans can gain success as easily. Kelley writes 

that “success narratives” of African Americans in the world of entertainment and 

sports may “let racism off the hook” as it demonstrates that all one needs is hard work 

in these areas to get one out of the ghetto (1997: 46) when in fact this success is only 

obtainable by very few and does not benefit the community as a whole. These success 

stories may lead more privileged members of the majority to view the problems of 

minorities as caused by members of the minorities themselves, blaming the 

underprivileged instead of the government or structures that keep them down. Success 

narratives of a few African American celebrities must not take away from the reality 

that many African Americans are still living in problematic circumstances. 

In my study, I focus on the characters’ amounts of speech, because it is not 

enough to have African Americans that are visible, but they must have voice as well. 

The types of images of African Americans Hollywood portrays are often stereotypical, 

and in this study I want to find out if African Americans are continuously slighted by 

creating more inferior roles for African Americans than for European Americans. The 

amount of speech a character has is a concrete measure for how large their role and 

influence is in the film, and while casually watching a film, a character’s silence may 

easily go unnoticed. While a main character is often thought to be the most important 

and influential character in a film, there are many films in this study where the African 

American main character does not dominate, which can be seen through examining 

speech times. 

To finish this section, I would like to state that this study could be done on almost 

any minority in almost any part of the world. I have chosen African American as an 

example of minority oppression and racism, because of many recent debates on 

treatment towards African Americans in the United States and because there is the 

most data about African Americans. In fact, 81.3% of minority leading characters are 

African American (Hunt, Ramón, and Tran, 2016: 10). If I had done my study on Latin 
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Americans with the same criteria as I have used to choose the films for this study, my 

data set would have been much too small, consisting of under five films. At least in 

the past 25 years there have been no Academy Award Best Picture Nominees with 

leading roles from any other non-European American minority. 

  

2.5 The Oscars 

The Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences (AMPAS) was established in 1927, 

as the idea of Louis Mayer, head of Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (Levy, 2001: 19). The 

Academy had a list of goals for itself, including “furthering the welfare and protecting 

the honor and good repute of the profession”, “taking steps to develop greater power 

and influence of the screen” and “encouraging the improvement and advancement of 

the arts and sciences of the profession…by awards of merit for distinctive 

achievements” (ibid.). The Academy is now mostly known for the Academy Awards, 

but originally the focus of the Academy was on other matters with the Awards being 

only a small part of the Academy’s work. 

The Academy is small compared to the Screen Guilds, adding up to only two 

percent of the Screen Actors Guild’s membership (Levy, 2001: 22). The Academy is 

small on purpose: membership is seen as elitist and is therefore desired. The Oscars 

are thus voted on by a very small group of people, but because of their prestige, the 

results of the Academy Awards are still hugely important. Levy writes “The Academy 

was never meant to be an egalitarian organization representing all film artists” (2001: 

22), but despite this, the effect of the Oscars goes far beyond even only the film artists. 

The Academy Awards have come to represent, in the public eye, the whole of 

Hollywood, though the Academy is otherwise a minor organization in the industry.  

Oscars are awarded to people of all nationalities, they are not only for Americans 

(Levy, 2001: 42). Despite this, there is a clear bias towards American-produced films, 

as most of the awarded films are produced in Hollywood, with the exception of some 

films produced in Britain. Foreign films from non-English speaking countries are very 

rarely recognised in the Awards – except by a separate award for Best Foreign 

Language Film, which has been awarded annually since 1956 (Oscars.org, 2016). A 

foreign language film has never won the Best Picture award, though nine foreign 

language films have been nominated for the award (ibid.).  
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There are many other entertainment awards beyond the Oscars, and there are 

many other film awards as well. However, the Oscar is the most popular and most 

prestigious award in the film industry, and has great value outside the film industry as 

a token of quality in the entertainment world in general (Levy, 2001: 32). The 

popularity of the Oscar far surpasses the popularity of the Tony, the Emmy or the 

Grammy (ibid.). The impact of the Oscars can be seen in the way it affects the financial 

profit of the winning actors and films: actors’ salaries rise practically overnight and 

even an Oscar nomination can almost double a film’s gross profit (Levy, 2001: 42). 

Oscar nominees and winners are made even more famous by the awards: they 

become “must-see movies” and are watched by a wide public, making their messages 

and politics more visible and widely distributed (Levy, 2001: 274). This is why I have 

chosen Oscar nominees as my data set for this study: all the films I analyse have vast 

audiences and are often watched due to the fact that they are Oscar nominees. 

In respect to presenters, “political correctness” is taken into account; there the 

Academy cares about “trying to satisfy age, race, and sex quotas” (Levy, 2001: 11). 

Though the Academy shows diversity in their presenters, the same diversity is not to 

be seen in the distribution of the Awards themselves. The first Academy Award ever 

to be presented to an African American was already in 1939 when Hattie McDaniel 

won the award for Best Actress in a Supporting Role for her role in Gone with the 

Wind (1939). It took 24 years for the next African American to be awarded in the 

Oscars, when Sidney Poitier won the award for Best Actor in a Leading Role for his 

role in Lilies of the Field (1963). Since then, three other African American men have 

won the same award: Denzel Washington in the 2001 awards, Jamie Foxx in 2004 and 

Forest Whitaker in 2006. The only African American actor to win the award for Best 

Actress in a Leading Role is Halle Berry in the awards for 2001. Four African 

Americans have won the award for Best Actor in a Supporting Role: Louis Gossett, Jr. 

in 1982, Denzel Washington in 1989, Cuba Gooding, Jr. in 1996 and Morgan Freeman 

in 2004. After Hattie McDaniel, four African American women have won the award 

for Best Actress in a Supporting Role: Whoopi Goldberg in 1990, Jennifer Hudson in 

2006, Mo’Nique in 2009 and Octavia Spencer in 2011. One more black woman has 

won the award: Kenyan-Mexican Lupita Nyong’o in 2013 (Oscars.org, 2016). 

Altogether, 338 awards have been presented for acting in the history of the Academy 

Awards; an award for acting has been granted to a black person 15 times.  
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As Oscars make winners more famous, awards often go to people who have won 

an Oscar before, which means that one of the reasons African-Americans are being 

overlooked in the Oscars may be that they have been overlooked in the past. Naturally, 

Oscars being often awarded to the same people can partially be explained by an actor’s 

skill: good actors are recognised more for their talents than bad actors. However, Levy 

points out that the awards create more opportunity for the actors and more fame than 

can be only explained by their skill: “The Oscar winners and, to a lesser extent, the 

nominees, get better roles, higher pay and more publicity at a rate that make them even 

more famous and successful, while making other players less and less successful” 

(2001: 281). This is visible even in looking at African American winners of Academy 

Awards: Denzel Washington has won the award for both a leading and a supporting 

role, and many other African Americans who have won or been nominated have been 

nominated multiple times. For instance, Morgan Freeman has been nominated for a 

leading role three times and for a supporting role twice. 

In the 88th Academy Awards in February 2016, the president of the AMPAS, 

African American Cheryl Boone Isaacs, pleaded for more diversity in the film 

industry. She said that film is such a powerful medium and Hollywood films have such 

a mixed and global audience that the industry should take responsibility and show 

more diversity (88th Academy Awards, 2016). One way in which Isaacs is trying to 

make the Academy Awards more diverse is by trying to change the demographics of 

the voters by vowing to double the number of women and minority members by 2020. 

The Academy has been criticized for its voter demographics, as in 2016 91% of Oscar 

voters were white, and 76% of them were male. Only 3% of the voters are black 

(Keegan, Pointdexter and Whipp, 2016), greatly underrepresenting the 13% of the 

African American population in the United States (United States Census Bureau, 

2016). It remains to be seen how these diversification attempts will affect the film 

industry and the Academy Awards. Clearly the problem of minority 

underrepresentation has been recognised, but concrete actions have not yet been taken, 

though they have been discussed. 
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3 Methods 

In this section I explain how I decided to study the films I have chosen for this research 

and what type of criteria I used to include certain films and exclude others. I also 

explain in detail how I measured the speech times from these films, including what I 

counted as speech and what I did not.  

 

3.1 The choice of films 

In my study, I am analysing all films that have been nominated for or have won the 

Academy Award for Best Picture within the past 25 years, from the 64th Academy 

Awards held in 1992 to the 88th Academy Awards held in 2016, with a central African 

American character. There are 12 such films. Up until 2009, there were 5 Best Picture 

nominees each year, in 2009 and 2010 there were 10 nominees, in the years 2011 to 

2013 there were 9 nominees and after that there have been 8 nominees each year. That 

means that in the past 25 years there have been 153 nominated films. Out of these 153 

films, 12 centre around African American characters, adding up to only 7.8% of all the 

Best Picture nominees.  

My data set is restricted to Academy Award nominees, because recent criticism 

on Hollywood’s diversity has been especially aimed at the Oscars. This also allowed 

me to perform such a time-consuming measurement method on the films, since the 

data set is relatively small. Choosing to study Academy Award Best Picture nominees 

also allowed me to add a longitudinal aspect to the study, since the films have been 

gathered from a 25-year period.  

Though there are only 12 films in the study, they have all been nominated for 

the most prestigious award in the film industry and can thus be seen as representatives 

of films that are highly appreciated in the industry. Whilst I could have chosen for 

instance highest-grossing films, which represent what audiences are interested in 

seeing, I instead wanted to focus on the way an organisation such as the AMPAS uses 

its power in the industry. Since there has been so much criticism from audiences about 

the lack of diversity in the Academy in recent years, I want to look more into the 

institutions and makers behind Hollywood instead of the audiences. 
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My initial plan was to analyse films starring African American main characters, 

but that would have left my study with only six films: Ray (2004), Precious (2009), 

Django Unchained (2012), Beasts of the Southern Wild (2012), 12 Years a Slave 

(2013), and Selma (2014). I would have had to leave out films such as The Blind Side 

(2009) and The Help (2010) with African American characters that are central to the 

plot, but that are told from the perspective of a European American. I decided instead 

to broaden my data set to films with central African American characters. My 

definition of “central character” means that the film revolves around that character, or 

that the character is very significant to the plot: in short, the character is essential to 

the film and could not be replaced. For example, in The Green Mile (1999) the African 

American character John Coffey, played by the late Michael Clarke Duncan, is a 

central character, though he speaks in less than 3% of the film. However, the story of 

the film revolves around him and the film would be a completely different one without 

his character, or in fact, the film would most likely not have been made without that 

character. I wanted to include films such as The Green Mile in this study, as I find the 

results from these films with important African American characters who have 

relatively small roles to have a significant message about the way African Americans 

are portrayed in Hollywood films. 

Another reason for not restricting this study to films with clearly main characters 

is that defining which roles are leading ones and which are supporting ones can be 

surprisingly arbitrary, even within the Academy. Sometimes nominating an actor for 

either Best Actor or Actress in a Leading Role or Best Actor or Actress in a Supporting 

Role is more of a strategic choice than one based on clear definitions of leading or 

supporting roles. For instance, Samuel L. Jackson was nominated for the award for 

Best Actor in a Supporting Role for his role in Pulp Fiction (1994), which upset 

Jackson, as he saw himself as an equal in the film with John Travolta, who was 

nominated as Best Actor in a Leading Role (Levy, 2001: 59). Nominating Jackson and 

Travolta enabled the possibility of Pulp Fiction winning more awards, as they had 

more nominations in more categories, which was probably the motivation behind the 

nomination of Jackson for a supporting role. I decided to broaden my definition from 

“main character” to “central character” to avoid confusion. 

The only Best Picture nominees with significant African American roles that I 

have not taken into this study are Jerry Maguire (1996), Traffic (2000) and Million 
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Dollar Baby (2004). In Jerry Maguire, the plot revolves mostly around the main 

character played by Tom Cruise, and though Cuba Gooding Jr. won an Oscar for Best 

Supporting Actor in the film, his character could be replaced by another one, meaning 

that the film does not truly revolve around him. Traffic is an ensemble film, meaning 

it has many major characters with roughly equal amounts of screen time. African 

American Don Cheadle plays one of these characters, but his role is rather small 

compared to other characters in the film, such as the ones played by Michael Douglas 

and Catherine Zeta-Jones. In Million Dollar Baby Morgan Freeman plays one of the 

major characters, but his role is so small compared to the main characters played by 

Hillary Swank and Clint Eastwood, that I felt the film was not eligible for this study. 

None of these films concentrate on the lives of African Americans, which was the main 

reason I felt these could be left out of this study. 

Since my focus in this study is on black African Americans in the United States, 

I have not included Best Picture nominees with central black characters from outside 

the United States. This means that the 1996 film from Britain Secrets & Lies about a 

black British woman has not been included in this study. 

Table 1 shows a list of the 12 films used in this research, listed with the film’s 

production year, a mention of whether the film won the award, and the director and 

studio for the film. All of the films have many different film studios that have been a 

part of the production or distribution of the film. For each film, I have chosen the studio 

which is mentioned first in the film’s credits, as the makers of the film have chosen to 

portray that studio as the most important one. For most of the films this is the 

distributor of the film. 

 

Title Year of 

Production 

Best Picture 

Winner or 

Nominee 

Director Studio 

Pulp Fiction 1994 Nominee Quentin 

Tarantino  

Miramax 

The Shawshank 

Redemption 

1994 Nominee Frank 

Darabont 

Castle Rock 

Entertainment 

The Green Mile 1999 Nominee Frank 

Darabont 

Castle Rock 

Entertainment 
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Ray 2004 Nominee Taylor 

Hackford 

Universal 

Pictures 

Crash 2004 

(Nominated 

and won in the 

awards for 

2005) 

Winner Paul 

Haggis 

Lions Gate 

Films 

Precious 2009 Nominee Lee 

Daniels 

Lions Gate 

Films 

The Blind Side 2009 Nominee John Lee 

Hancock 

Alcon 

Entertainment 

The Help 2010 Nominee Tate 

Taylor 

DreamWorks 

Pictures 

Beasts of the 

Southern Wild 

2012 Nominee Behn 

Zeitlin 

Fox 

Searchlight 

Pictures 

Django 

Unchained 

2012 Nominee Quentin 

Tarantino 

Columbia 

Pictures 

12 Years a Slave 2013 Winner Steve 

McQueen 

River Road 

Entertainment 

Selma 2014 Nominee Ava 

DuVernay 

Pathé 

 

Table 1. List of films used in the study. 

In Table 1, the production year is the same as the year the film won or was 

nominated for the award, except for the film Crash for which I have separately stated 

the year of the award. It should be noted that the year of the award is not the same as 

the year the Academy Award show was held, as the ceremony is held at the beginning 

of the year, the awards are given for films that have been released the previous year. 

To clarify, Selma was awarded at the 87th Academy Awards, which was held in 

February of 2015, but as the awards were for films from 2014, they are generally called 

the awards of 2014, not 2015.  

For the measurement, I have used the theatrical versions of the films, not 

extended editions, as the theatrical version is the version which is most widely 

distributed and watched. 

 



 26  

 

 

3.2 Method of measurement  

In my study I measured the speech of all characters temporally. I had two or three 

stopwatches, one which I used to measure the speech of European Americans, another 

to measure speech times of African Americans and in films where it is needed, one to 

measure speech of other ethnicities. I used stopwatch applications on my mobile phone 

and tablet computers. I tested all the stopwatch applications on all of the devices to 

check that the times run at the same rate and all measure time precisely and accurately. 

I started the clock whenever a character speaks and paused it when they do not. I also 

paused when characters pause their speech, because sometimes pauses in speech are 

significantly long, and cannot be measured as speech. 

This study is mostly quantitative as I view the results statistically, but this paper 

also has qualitative elements, as I try to explain some of the statistics through 

information I have gathered from watching the films. 

Before the measurement of speech in the films, I watched all the films to acquaint 

myself with the plot of the film and the characters, so I would be able to do a more 

detailed analysis of the films in section 4.2. A number of the films I measured twice to 

check my margin of error. Some of the films I had to measure again after deciding to 

include Europeans into the European American group and Afro-Caribbeans into the 

African American group, because originally I had planned to have these separately. 

The combined running time of all the films in the study is 27 hours and 6 minutes.  

As I measure speech times manually, there is bound to be a small margin of error 

due to my reaction time. Because I do all the measuring myself, the margin of error 

should be the same in all films and in all measurements. Even if my margin of error 

would be large, it would be similar for all the films, so the results would still be reliable 

in terms of proportions between speech times of African Americans and European 

Americans. By measuring a number of the films twice, I reached a margin of error of 

2-6%, meaning that measuring differences varied from 20 seconds to 1 minute and 30 

seconds. 

As far as I know, a study such as this one has not been done before. Because of 

this, I had to decide myself what counts as speech and what does not. I did not measure 

non-diegetic music, which means music that comes from outside the world of the film. 

If a song by Bob Dylan plays during a film, and only the viewers can hear it, not the 
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characters in the film, Bob Dylan can hardly be counted as a character. Because of 

this, I did not count this type of music. Also, this sort of music is normally for 

background effects and is not a part of the plot, thus I find it irrelevant to measure. I 

did not measure music playing from a radio or stereo in the world of the film either, 

because I only wanted to measure speech and song that is foregrounded, and defining 

when music from a radio is foregrounded or not was too vague a definition to get a 

clear distinction. I did not find instances where music from a radio or stereo would 

have been significant, so I found it clearer to leave these out completely. 

Speech from radio or televisions within the world of the film I measured due to 

the fact that the characters in the films are usually concentrating on it and often the 

films even foreground and show the television screen for a while, showing what the 

program on the set is. Since the distinction between important and unimportant radio 

or television speech is vague and most of the time speech from the radio or television 

seemed important in the films, I measured all of these instances. I did not measure 

speech from the radio or television where the speaker is unknown, since it is 

impossible in such cases to say whether the speaker is European American or African 

American. For instance, in The Blind Side the Tuohy family watches some football 

games on television or listens to a game broadcast on the radio, and though almost all 

play-by-play commentators for National Football League games are European 

American, there are some commentators from other ethnicities as well, so to be sure 

that there are no errors in my study, I left out these instances. 

Similarly to speech from the radio or television, I only measured audible phone 

calls when the speaker on the other end of the line is known. In Selma Dr. King receives 

some anonymous, threatening phone calls. Because they are anonymous, I cannot say 

for sure whether the speaker is European American or African American. Though it is 

likely that the callers are European Americans opposing King’s strives to create a more 

equal society, the phone calls could also be coming from African Americans opposing 

his way of working with civil rights issues. The phone calls in Selma are also so short, 

that it is difficult to determine from the content of the discussion whether the speaker 

is a European American or African American. 

Singing was also measured as speech, and is actually a rather significant 

contributor in this study, especially in Ray where Jamie Foxx playing Ray Charles 
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performs multiple times. Live music is often significant in the films, which is why I 

measured all live singing in the films, even when the music is not specifically 

foregrounded. As with speech and song from the radio or television, it is impossible to 

draw a line between significant and insignificant music in films, so for the sake of 

clarity all live singing was measured. 

There are some very minor utterances which I could not measure, because the 

speaker is unknown. There are only very few of these, and they are rather insignificant. 

For instance, in 12 Years a Slave the main character played by Chiwetel Ejiofor is 

greeted by somebody on a walk, but that person is not seen, so it is impossible to know 

whether they are African or European American. Similarly, indistinct background 

chatter has not been measured in this study. These sorts of cases are so minor and so 

few that they barely alter the results of my study. 

There are some cases where I have measured speech to belong to a certain group, 

though all the speakers are not seen. One example is a Ku Klux Klan gathering in 

Django Unchained. As was common in the KKK, the members have covered their 

faces, so their skin colour is not visible. However, as the KKK is a racist organization 

supporting white supremacy, it is implied that all the people in that gathering are 

European Americans. Another example is protesters, for instance in Selma and Ray: 

not all of the protesters are visible, but those who are are all African American, and in 

both of these films the protesters are demanding equal rights for African Americans or 

are against segregation. For these reasons, I have measured their chants as a part of 

African American speech. In Selma, there are also protests with European Americans 

involved, and when it is evident that there are European Americans in the crowd, I 

have taken this into consideration. 

My definition of speech for this study does not include sounds such as crying, 

grunting, or laughing, so these have been excluded from the measurement.  

In some films there are scenes where a character is seen talking, but their speech 

is not heard. These types of instances are not measured either, since there is no audible 

speech to measure. 

In The Blind Side one of main character Michael Oher’s European American 

teachers reads a text written by Michael. Though the text is Michael’s, the speaker is 

European American, thus this has been measured as speech by a European American. 
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There are a few characters in the films who are not African or European 

Americans. Because my study does not concentrate on other ethnicities, I simply group 

all others into a group called “other”. For the aims of this study it was not relevant to 

further specify in this group. Into this “other” group I also count characters with mixed 

ethnicities, because it would be impossible to determine which group a person who is 

half European American and half African American should be counted into otherwise. 

It is also to be noted that I take into account the ethnicity of the character, not the actor, 

unless the ethnicity is ambiguous in the film. When the ethnicity of the character is not 

discussed or is left unclear, I searched the Internet Movie Database for information on 

the actor to clarify their ethnicity. For instance, in Precious, Precious’s teacher, Ms. 

Rain, is played by Paula Patton, an actor with both African American and European 

American heritages. In the film her ethnicity is not discussed, so I have classified the 

character as mixed based on the actor’s heritage, thus I have measured her speech into 

the “other” category. 

The group I have referred to as European American also includes European 

characters, but these are so few and in such minor roles that throughout this thesis I 

mostly refer to this group as simply European American. The European character with 

the most lines is Butch Coolidge’s girlfriend, Fabienne, from Pulp Fiction who has a 

rather minor role. The African American group also contains speech from one 

character who is not African American, but of other African descent. This character is 

Precious’s black Jamaican classmate Rhonda, from Precious. She is the only character 

in all these films who is black, but not African American. I have decided to include 

her into the African American group as I have decided to include Europeans with 

European Americans, because this study is ultimately about race instead of birthplace. 

Though I have included Afro-Caribbeans in the African American group, it must 

be noted that in the selection of films I only took into account films with specifically 

African American characters. For this reason, the 1996 British film Secrets & Lies 

about a black British woman which was nominated for the Best Picture award has not 

been included in this study.  
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4 Results & discussion 

In this section I present my results in graphs and tables and clarify what the data is 

comprised of.  I review each film separately to explain what is behind the results. I 

also explain what the findings say about representations of African Americans in 

Hollywood films, referring back to the beginning of this thesis. In section 4.3 I discuss 

the results on a broader basis, discussing for instance the financing and profits of the 

films.  

  

4.1 Quantitative Results 

In this study, there are four films which are dominated in speech by African 

Americans: Selma, Beasts of the Southern Wild, Precious and Ray. In Crash there is 

only a 16 second difference between the speech times of African Americans and 

European Americans, with African Americans speaking slightly more than European 

Americans. The seven remaining films in this study are all dominated in speech by 

European Americans. 

Table 2 shows all the speech times for each group in exact hours, minutes and 

seconds. The films here are in chronological order, from oldest to newest. Table 2 has 

the precise results of my measurements, but in the discussion I refer to the results by 

rounding to the closest half minute. I measured my margin of error to be from 20 

seconds to 1 minute and 30 seconds, so referring to the results precisely by seconds is 

unnecessary.  

The films in this study all have very different amounts of speech, and the division 

of the speech into the different groups varies a great deal. Table 2 shows that African 

American speech varies from over one hour in Ray to just under 6 minutes in The 

Green Mile, and the total speech time in the films ranges from one hour and 19 minutes 

in Ray to only 17.5 minutes in Beasts of the Southern Wild.  

 

African 

American 

and Afro-

Caribbean 

European 

American and 

European Other 

Total speech 

time 

Total running 

time of film 

Pulp Fiction 0:19:34 0:50:56 0:00:54 1:11:24 2:34:00 

The Shawshank 

Redemption 0:19:25 0:35:49  0:55:14 2:22:00 

The Green Mile 0:05:56 0:44:25 0:00:22 0:50:43 3:08:00 
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Ray 1:06:38 0:12:28  1:19:06 2:26:00 

Crash 0:16:11 0:15:55 0:08:38 0:40:44 1:48:00 

Precious 0:30:02 0:02:19 0:09:10 0:41:31 1:50:00 

The Blind Side 0:10:41 0:38:24 0:00:01 0:49:06 2:03:00 

Beasts of the 

Southern Wild 0:15:01 0:02:40  0:17:41 1:33:00 

Django Unchained 0:17:28 0:43:38  1:01:06 2:45:00 

12 Years a Slave 00:16:22 00:22:03  00:38:25 2:14:00 

Selma 0:41:05 0:17:58  0:59:03 2:03:00 

Total 4:39:54 5:17:40 0:19:05 10:16:39 27:06:00 

Table 2. All speech times precisely. 

To clarify the data represented in times, Figure 1 presents the amount of speech 

by each group as percentages. Since the amount of speech by each group is largely 

dependent on the amount of speech in the film, percentages show a clearer picture of 

how equally African Americans and European Americans are presented. The films in 

Figure 1 are in order from the newest to the oldest, and as is evident from the variation 

in the graph, the age of the film does not fully correlate with the amount of speech by 

African Americans, showing that there have been no clear developments in the past 

years in representations of African Americans, despite frequent critique of the film 

industry. 

 

Figure 1. Speech times visually by percentage.  
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For additional clarification, Table 3 lists the percentages as numbers. This time 

the table is in order of most dominated by African American speech to least African 

American speech. Table 3 shows, once again, the diversity in the results. The 

percentage of African American speech varies from 85% in Beasts of the Southern 

Wild to only 12% in The Green Mile. 

Table 3 shows the percentages rounded to two decimal places, but otherwise in 

this thesis I refer to these percentages rounded to the nearest whole number. As stated 

in section 3.2, there is a margin of error of 2-6% in my measurements, and because of 

this, stating the percentages in the discussion of the results as precisely as in Table 3 

is irrelevant.   

 African American 

and Afro-

Caribbean 

European and 

European 

American 

Other 

Beasts of the 

Southern Wild 

84.92% 15.08%  

Ray 84.24% 15.76%  

Precious 72.34%  5.58% 22.08% 

Selma 69.57% 30.43%  

12 Years a Slave 42.60% 57.40%  

The Help 40.91% 59.09%  

Crash 39.73% 39.08% 21.19% 

The Shawshank 

Redemption 

35.15% 64.85%  

Django Unchained 28.59% 71.41%  

Pulp Fiction 27.40% 71.34% 1.26% 

The Blind Side 21.76% 78.21% 0.03% 

The Green Mile 11.70% 87.58% 0.72% 

Table 3. Percentages of speech times in numbers. 

The average percentage of speech for African Americans is 47%. For European 

Americans the percentage is 50%, giving European Americans a slight domination 

over African Americans. For the third group the average percentage is 9% for films 

with any speech by other ethnicities, and for all the films combined the average 

percentage is 4%. 

Though the speech times vary greatly by each film and by each year, there has 

been an increase in African American speech in films in recent years. In the three films 

from the 1990’s, Pulp Fiction, The Shawshank Redemption and The Green Mile, the 

average percentage of speech for African Americans is only 25%, whereas for 
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European Americans the percentage is 75%. In the films from 2004 to 2010, Ray, 

Crash, Precious, The Blind Side and The Help, the average percentage of speech for 

African Americans is over double that of the films in the 1990s: 52%. The average for 

European Americans in these films is only 40%. The films from 2004 to 2010 also 

show an increase in speech by other ethnicities, with two films with over 20% of 

speech from other minorities. In the films from 2011 onwards, Beasts of the Southern 

Wild, Django Unchained, 12 Years a Slave and Selma, the average percentage of 

speech for African Americans has once again increased to 56%. The average speech 

of European Americans has also increased to 44% in these films, due to the fact that 

there are no characters with speaking roles from other ethnicities in these. 

This shift towards a more diverse Hollywood is a positive sign, but it remains 

too early to say whether this shift will result in a truly diverse film industry or not. The 

growing prominence of African Americans in the film industry may be due to the 

current attention on the issue or it may be the start of a true shift. In any case, there is 

still a long way to go to achieve realistic diversity figures in Hollywood as the 2016 

Hollywood Diversity Report shows that in 2014, 80.9% of successful films had casts 

which were under 30% minority (Hunt, Ramón, and Tran, 2016: 11), though non-white 

minorities make up 38.4% of the US population (United States Census Bureau, 2016). 

Since the amount of speech in films varies greatly, and percentages do not tell 

the whole story about the speech distribution in these films, Figure 2 presents the 

speech times in minutes. Though the same data is presented in Table 2, the results 

presented visually provides a clearer view of the fluctuation in the results. In Figure 2 

the speech times have been rounded to the closest half minute.  

Figure 2 shows that Ray has by far the most speech, and is also the film with 

most speech by African Americans. The singing and speaking of the African American 

characters in Ray surpasses the total amount of speech in all other films except Pulp 

Fiction. The film with most speech by African Americans in percent is Beasts of the 

Southern Wild, but this film is also the film with the least speech – it has half the 

amount of speech that 12 Years a Slave has, which is the film with the second least 

speech in this study. 
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Figure 2. Speech times in minutes. 

One way to explain the differences in amounts of speech in these films is the 

length of the films. The shortest film is Beasts of the Southern Wild with a running 

time of 93 minutes, and the longest is double that – The Green Mile with a running 

time of 188 minutes. The amount of speech in a film is in part dependent on how long 

the film is, so Figure 3 visualizes the correlation between running time and amount of 

speech. The time is represented in minutes. 

Figure 3. All speech in film and total running time of film. 
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The amount of speech in these films is also dependent on the style or topic of the 

film. The average amount of speech in these films is around 37% of the running time, 

but there are a couple of notable exceptions to this in this study. Ray has the most 

speech, making up over 54% of the whole running time of the film. This is due to the 

fact that there is a lot of singing and performances in the film – without singing, speech 

makes up only 42% of the running time, which is much closer to the average. The film 

with the least speech compared to running time is Beasts of the Southern Wild. The 

speech in this film only makes up 19% of the running time, and with the shortest 

running time of all the films in this study this means that the film truly has very little 

speech.  

The differences in speech times and percentages in these films hardly show any 

trends or patterns. Partially this is due to the fact that my data comes from a relatively 

small collection of films, but mostly it is due to the fact that the stories in these films 

are very different and the way these films have been made differ greatly from each 

other. For this reason, I discuss each film in detail in the next section. 

    

4.2 Results by film 

In this section, I write specifically about each film in this study. I explain why I believe 

the results are as they are for each film. First I discuss the four films, which have more 

speech by African Americans than European Americans, then I discuss Crash which 

is an even mixture. Finally I discuss the seven films which are dominated by European 

Americans. 

 

4.2.1 Beasts of the Southern Wild 

Beasts of the Southern Wild is an exception to the Hollywood trend of making films 

about white men (Hunt, Ramón, and Tran, 2016). This film’s main character is not 

only an African American female, but she is only six years old and lives in a very poor 

Louisiana bayou community. The combination of Hushpuppy’s age, race, social class 

and gender all make her an unlikely main character. Since the film so greatly differs 

from the mainstream in its topic, it is no surprise that the film also does not follow the 

trend of being dominated by European Americans in speech times. 
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Despite the fact that 85% of the speech in the film is from African Americans, 

there are only two films in this study with less speech in minutes from African 

Americans. In Beasts of the Southern Wild African Americans speak for 15 minutes, 

meaning that only in The Green Mile and The Blind Side African Americans speak 

less. In The Green Mile African American characters only speak for 6 minutes, making 

up only 12% of the total speech time in the film. In The Blind Side African Americans 

speak for 10.5 minutes, making up 22% of the total speech time. Even though in Pulp 

Fiction and Django Unchained African American speech makes up less than 30% of 

the whole speech time, African Americans still have more speech in these films than 

in Beasts of the Southern Wild.  

Beasts of the Southern Wild has by far the least speech in any of the films in this 

study: the total speech time in the film is only 17.5 minutes. The average amount of 

speech in these films is around 50 minutes, and the film with the second least speech 

is 12 Years a Slave which still has over double the speech time of Beasts of the 

Southern Wild. This film is the shortest film in this study, but even when the amount 

of speech is adjusted to the length of the film, it still has the smallest percentage of 

speech compared to running time. The average amount of speech in the films in this 

study is 37% of the running time, but in Beasts of the Southern Wild, the speech only 

amounts to 19% of the running time. Though Beasts of the Southern Wild is clearly 

dominated by African Americans, they still have very little to say. 

 

4.2.2 Ray 

In Ray, African Americans speak and sing for 66.5 minutes, whereas European 

Americans speak and sing for only 12.5 minutes, meaning 84% of speech in the film 

is by African Americans and only 16% is by European Americans. Ray has the most 

speech of all films in this study, and also has the most speech by African Americans. 

The film with the second most speech by African Americans is Selma with only two 

thirds of the speech of Ray with 41 minutes. 

In my study, I have measured song as a part of speech. In this film, as it is about 

the musician Ray Charles, singing plays a crucial role in the results. To compare, I also 

measured the film with only speech taken into account. Without singing, African 

Americans speak for 49 minutes, and European Americans speak for 12 minutes. In 
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Ray African Americans sing for 17.5 minutes, making up 26% of the total speech time 

of African Americans. When counting only speech, African American speech makes 

up 81% of the total speech, when European Americans’ makes up 20% of the total. 

The amount of speech in the film without singing still surpasses the amount of speech 

of African Americans in all the other films. 

The reason Ray is so dominated by African Americans is that there are so many 

African American characters. For instance, everyone in Ray Charles’ band is African 

American. There are only a couple of European American characters with significant 

roles, and European Americans only start to emerge more in the end half of the film 

after Ray Charles starts to become successful and moves to record companies owned 

by European Americans and starts to work with them more. 

Ray Charles played rhythm and blues and soul music, both of which are genres 

that were and still are dominated by African American musicians. The film Ray is 

mostly set in the 1950s and 1960s, when America was still very segregated in almost 

all areas of life. Both of these are reasons for why there are so many African American 

characters in the film. Since the film is based on real life and the characters in the film 

are based on people from real life, the producers cannot have chosen whomever for 

the roles, but have had to choose actors based on the real life person’s ethnicity. 

 

4.2.3 Precious 

Precious, like Beasts of the Southern Wild is a film which differs from the mainstream 

in many ways, and differs greatly from the other films in this study. The main character 

in Precious is an African American woman and there are barely any European 

Americans or men in the film. In an industry which is largely based on and run by 

European American men, this is quite an achievement. 

In the film, African Americans’ speech makes up 72% of the total speech time, 

speech by characters from other minorities make up 22%, and European Americans 

only speak for 2.5 minutes, adding up to 6%. Precious is the film with the least speech 

by European Americans, especially in percent. The film with the second least speech 

by European Americans is Beasts of the Southern Wild, in which European Americans’ 

speech makes up 15% of the total, also with a speech time of 2.5 minutes. 
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Precious differs from the other films in this study by having the most speech by 

others than European Americans or African Americans. 22% of speech in the film is 

by characters who are in the “other” category. Many of these characters, such as the 

ones played by Mariah Carey and Lenny Kravitz are mixed race with both African 

American and European American heritage. In the film Precious goes to an alternative 

school for students who have had trouble learning or who have dropped out of school. 

All of her classmates are either African American or Latin American with the 

exception of one European American girl who joins their class at the very end of the 

film and is in only one scene. It is questionable whether it is a good thing or not that 

in a film about poor people, drug addicts and troubled teenagers there are barely any 

European American characters, when the stereotypes of minorities often revolve 

around poverty, violence or drug abuse.  

 

4.2.4 Selma 

In Selma, African Americans speak for 70% of the total speech time with 41 minutes 

of speech. European Americans speak for 18 minutes, adding up to 30% of the total.  

Like in Ray, the reason why African Americans dominate speech in Selma is that 

it is based on real life and in real life the most significant activists within the Civil 

Rights Movement were African American. The film is about Martin Luther King Jr. 

who is well known for his speeches and in the film there are a number of scenes with 

a speech by King contributing many minutes to the speech time. 

The European American characters in the film are mostly politicians, and in most 

of their scenes, they are having a conversation with King or some other African 

American. This means that almost whenever a European American speaks, an African 

American replies. Even though there are clear differences in power, for instance when 

King is talking to President Johnson, King is very outspoken in the film and does not 

seem to let the difference in power stop him from speaking his mind. Martin Luther 

King is remembered as a confident activist with strong ideals and courage to work for 

his dream of equality, which is depicted in the film as him being outspoken and strong-

willed. 
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4.2.5 Crash 

Crash is an ensemble film with many main characters, and there is no character that 

truly stands out as the main character above the rest. The characters have rather equal-

sized roles, and as there are characters with many different backgrounds and heritages, 

the film has a rather even proportion of speech by all groups. African Americans’ 

speech makes up 40% of all speech, European Americans’ 39% and others’ make up 

21% of all speech in the film.  

The film challenges racial stereotypes and shows the harmfulness of prejudice, 

so it is fitting that there are characters from many different backgrounds in the film 

with rather equal roles. The film concentrates more on European American and 

African American characters than on Latin Americans, Asians or Middle-Easterners, 

but still the film is the most ethnically diverse in this study with the largest number of 

characters with other than European or African ancestry. Crash is the only film in this 

study with people from Asia or the Middle East in significant roles. 

 

4.2.6 12 Years a Slave 

In 12 Years a Slave African Americans’ speech adds up to 43% of the total speech 

time and European Americans’ speech to 57%. Considering that this is a film about a 

man who was sold into slavery, and relations between slaves and their white owners 

and bosses were not favoured, it is somewhat strange that European Americans play a 

larger role in speech. 12 Years a Slave is a film that tells us more about the main 

character’s relationship with his slave owners and plantation overseers than with other 

slaves. In addition to the main character, there are really only two other slaves that the 

viewers get to know, Eliza and Patsey, whereas there are multiple European American 

characters that have significant roles. 

One thing that could explain the slight dominance of European Americans in this 

film is that slaves were not expected to speak to their masters, but as the main character 

Solomon Northup was born a free man, he is used to speaking to European Americans 

rather freely, and continues to do so as a slave to some extent. The dominance of 

European Americans in speech in this film can only be explained by the fact that there 

are more significant European American characters than African American characters. 
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Solomon Northup, the main character of the film, was an African American from 

the North, where slavery was banned, but on a journey to the South he was drugged 

and sold into slavery. The film makes the viewer sympathise with Northup especially 

because he was free, and is now a slave, and keeping him as a slave is wrong by law 

as well as morally. By keeping the focus away from other slaves by not introducing 

them and concentrating on Northup’s relationship with his masters, the film almost 

makes the viewer forget that it is not only wrong to sell a free man into slavery, but 

that slavery of anybody anywhere is equally horrendous. In a time where we can make 

films that give voice to people who were silenced for so long, it is quite wrong that a 

film about a slave focuses more on the masters than the people who were robbed of 

their freedom and their identity. 

The dominance of European Americans in the film can however be one factor in 

making the film such a painful depiction of slavery by showing how cruel slave owners 

were and how badly slaves were treated. Especially the actions of Mr. Epps, Northup’s 

second owner, and Tibeats, an assistant to Northup’s first owner, show how 

dehumanised slaves were. However, the film also shows diversity in the feelings of 

the European Americans towards slavery and does not depict all slave owners as bad 

people. Northup’s first owner, Mr. Ford, is portrayed as sympathetic towards 

Northup’s situation, but in the end he does not help him and curses him for explaining 

that he is supposed to be a free man. In a minor role in the film there is a plantation 

master called Mr. Shaw who has married one of his former slaves who treats his slaves 

well, and the person who ultimately saves Solomon from slavery is a white Canadian 

worker called Bass.  

 

4.2.7 The Help 

The Help is a film about the unfair treatment of African American maids in the 1960s, 

but it is told from a European American woman’s perspective. The film is rather 

mixed, with 41% of speech coming from African Americans and 59% coming from 

European Americans. The reason the film is rather equal is that there are many African 

American characters and many European American characters. For a film that is told 

from a European American’s perspective the near equality of the two groups in speech 

times is a positive sign.  
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Why Hollywood decided to make a film about African American maids from a 

European American perspective is another question. The film tells the story of 

European American Skeeter’s attempts to become a writer, and she finally 

accomplishes this when she interviews maids working in her town about their lives 

and how they are treated. The film does not require Skeeter’s story to make the film 

work: it would have been easy to make the film from the perspective of the maids.  

The film is based on a book by the same name by author Kathryn Stockett. In 

her book, the story is told from the perspective of three characters, Skeeter and two 

African American maids, Aibileen Clark and Minny Jackson. In the film, these three 

are the most significant characters, and Aibileen Clark is the narrator. The film is very 

similar to the book, with Skeeter being slightly more prominent than Aibileen and 

Minny in the book as well as in the film. 

 

4.2.8 The Shawshank Redemption 

Morgan Freeman’s character is the only major African American character in The 

Shawshank Redemption. Freeman was nominated for the Best Actor in a Leading Role 

award for his work in the film, though the film is mostly about Andy Dufresne, the 

character played by Tim Robbins. However, Freeman is the narrator of the film and 

the story is told from his perspective.  

The Shawshank Redemption is clearly dominated by European Americans, with 

65% of speech originating from European American characters. Only 35% of speech 

in The Shawshank Redemption is by African Americans, and this is mostly speech by 

Morgan Freeman’s character, as he is almost the only African American character in 

the film. 

The film is set in a prison, and incarceration rates for African Americans are very 

high – one third of the incarcerated population, though African Americans only make 

up slightly over 13% of the population (National Association for the Advancement of 

Colored People, 2016). The film is set in three decades – starting from the year 1947 

and ending in 1966 – and the incarceration rates for African Americans were higher 

than those of European Americans already then. In the 1960’s African Americans were 

five times as likely as European Americans to be incarcerated (Drake, 2013). There 
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are only a few African American prisoners who are visible in the film, and they barely 

speak. Practically all of the supporting characters in the film are European American. 

The reason Freeman is the only major character in the film is that it is set in 

Maine, a state which has only a 1% African American population (United States 

Census Bureau, 2016). In Steven King’s novella Rita Hayworth and the Shawshank 

Redemption (1982), which the film is based on, Morgan Freeman’s character, Red, is 

not African American but Irish. The film makers could have thus easily made this a 

film with a fully white cast, but decided not to, which is rather rare in Hollywood. King 

even questioned the director Frank Darabont on his choice of actor saying “At that 

time there were like 16 black men in the state of Maine, and you still want this guy to 

be black?” (Adams, 2014). 

 

4.2.9 Django Unchained 

Django Unchained tells the story of a slave, Django, who is freed by German 

American Dr. Shultz and pairs up with him to become a bounty hunter. In the film, 

29% of speech is African American and 71% is European American.   

This film is directed by Quentin Tarantino, who is known for his films filled with 

witty dialogue, and often makes his characters rather wordy. In this film, the character 

with the most speech is Dr. Shultz, played by Christoph Waltz. He speaks a lot, and he 

speaks elaborately and slowly, so everything he says takes a long time. The other main 

character, Django, played by Jamie Foxx, is a rather quiet character who speaks plainly 

and does not usually initiate conversations. Django is however portrayed as a strong 

character, and shows this through speaking to the point and through dominant non-

verbal communication.  

The most notable reason for European American dominance in Django 

Unchained is that most of the characters are European American and the European 

American characters have much larger roles than the African Americans. There are a 

few significant African American characters, such as the old slave played by Samuel 

L. Jackson and Django’s wife, Broomhilda, played by Kerry Washington. Tarantino 

has cast Samuel L. Jackson in almost all of his films, and Jackson normally has a role 

with a lot of lines in his films. In Django Unchained Jackson’s character speaks a lot, 

but as he is introduced only in the end of the film, his role does not significantly change 
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the division of speech in the film. Kerry Washington’s character is significant to the 

plot, but she only speaks in a small number of scenes.  

 

4.2.10 Pulp Fiction 

Pulp Fiction has elements of an ensemble film, making it difficult to determine who 

the main character is. I have included this film in my study, because Samuel L. 

Jackson’s character, Jules Winnfield, is one of the main characters. His role in the film 

is legendary, and he himself thought he should have been nominated for the Academy 

Award for Best Actor in a Leading Role rather than in a Supporting Role (Levy, 2001: 

59).  

In Pulp Fiction, 27% of the speech is African American and 71% is European 

American. This is explained by the fact that there is only one major African American 

character, and he is not even in half of the film. There are a couple of other African 

American characters, but even the second most significant African American 

character, Marsellus Wallace, speaks very little and is not shown in the film very much, 

though he is talked of quite a lot. 

The film is made up of three storylines, the first with John Travolta’s character, 

Vincent Vega as the main character. The second is about Butch Coolidge, played by 

Bruce Willis and the third is about Vincent Vega and Jules Winnfield. In the beginning 

of the first part of the film, Samuel L. Jackson plays a large role, but during the rest of 

that part and all through the second, Jackson is absent from the film. The only African 

American character in the middle storyline is Marsellus Wallace, Vincent’s and Jules’ 

boss. The third storyline focuses on Jules Winnfield, and makes up over half of the 

speech by African American characters.  

 

4.2.11 The Blind Side 

The Blind Side tells the real life story of American football player Michael Oher, who 

spent most of his childhood in multiple foster families, but was finally taken in and 

adopted by Leigh Anne and Sean Tuohy, a European American, deeply Christian 

couple.  The film’s main character is Leigh Anne Tuohy, played by Sandra Bullock.  
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Michael Oher played by Quinton Aaron is a very shy and quiet character, which 

is one of the reasons African Americans only speak for 10.5 minutes while European 

Americans speak for 38.5 minutes. This means that African American speech is only 

22% of the films total speech. Oher often does not even usually respond to European 

Americans speaking to him in words, but nods or shakes his head instead. He often 

averts his gaze from the person he is speaking to, which can be seen as a sign of 

weakness or lack of confidence (Dovidio & Ellyson, 1982: 107).  

The coach in Oher’s school convinces the other teachers to accept him into their 

school, because of Oher’s physical appearance: he has the build of a football player. 

When the Tuohy’s take Oher into their home, they are excited by Oher’s prospects in 

football. Oher is not once in the film asked if he likes to play football or if he wishes 

to pursue it. At the end of the film, when Oher has received invitations from multiple 

colleges to play in their team and he accepts the school the Tuohy’s have gone to, he 

is interrogated about this, since it is suspected that the Tuohys have taken him in and 

helped him so that he can benefit their alma mater. During this time, Leigh Anne Tuohy 

is upset, because she realizes she never asked Oher what he wanted to do and is afraid 

that they have pressured him into choosing their old college. Oher later convinces the 

interrogator that he truly feels the Tuohys are his family and that is why he chose that 

college.  

In the film, Oher’s talents as a football player are made to seem as if they are the 

result of the Tuohys presence in his life. His coach in school and the Tuohys all expect 

him to play football because of his build, though in the film he does not express his 

wish to play football, and actually shows some discomfort at the thought of playing 

football and having to be rough towards other players. When Oher starts playing 

football in school, he is quite frankly bad at it. He starts to get better when the Tuohys 

give him advice and tips during rehearsals and games and he is trained by his adoptive 

little brother. 

Oher has little power over his life in the film and his future is mostly determined 

by how much the Tuohys help him. Oher speaks very little, and what we find out about 

his past is found out through social services and his mother, not Oher himself. The 

Blind Side is more a growth story about Leigh Anne Tuohy and Christian morals than 

a biography of Michael Oher.  
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Hughey criticizes The Blind Side for being a “white savior film” where a white 

messianic character saves a nonwhite character from a sad fate (2014: 1). Hughey 

writes that the problem with these white savior narratives is that they are so widespread 

that nonwhite characters and culture are interpreted as broken, marginalized and 

pathological, whereas whites can “emerge as messianic characters that easily fix the 

nonwhite pariah with their superior moral and mental abilities” (2014: 2). The 

messianic character of the Tuohys and the European American teachers in Oher’s 

school is emphasised by the fact that they are deeply Christian and often refer to 

helping Oher as the Christian or right thing to do. 

 

4.2.12 The Green Mile 

The Green Mile tells the story of an exceptional death row prisoner, John Coffey, 

played by Michael Clarke Duncan. The story is told as a flashback from the perspective 

of prison officer Paul Edgecomb, played by Tom Hanks. John Coffey speaks very 

little, and when he does, it is in short utterances. Coffey is not shown in many scenes, 

but his influence on the plot of the film is so large, that he is the most important 

character in the film.  

The Green Mile is the longest film in this study, 188 minutes, but has the least 

African American speech. The film only has two African American characters: John 

Coffey and a minor character from Edgecomb’s nursing home. Only 3% of the film 

has African American speech in it. In this film which has a running time of over three 

hours, African Americans only speak for 6 minutes, though the story of the film deeply 

revolves around an African American character. The reason for this lack of speech is 

not that there would be little speech in the film generally – the amount of speech is 

27% of the full running time – and European Americans speak for almost 45 minutes. 

African Americans’ speech only adds up to 12% of the whole speech time. This is by 

far the least speech by African Americans, as the film with the second least speech, 

The Blind Side, has 22% speech by African Americans. 

Like The Shawshank Redemption this film is set in a prison, but only has one 

African American prisoner. In The Green Mile this is also quite logical, since there are 

only a handful of prisoners in the death row section where the film takes place.  
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In 2001 during a visit to Yale, director Spike Lee criticized The Green Mile for 

reincarnating the image of the “noble savage” and “happy slave” through the “magical, 

mystical Negro” character of John Coffey (Gonzales, 2001). Lee also noted that though 

Coffey has these powers, he only uses them for the benefit of white people (ibid.).  

The Green Mile touches on big issues with the legal system in the United States: 

the wrongful incarceration of innocent people and the execution of these people. 

Though the film is set in the 1930s and the legal system has improved since then, there 

are still some cases from recent decades in the United States where a person has been 

wrongfully charged with a crime and innocent people have been given the death 

sentence. In the film, John Coffey is innocent of the crime he is executed for, yet that 

is not the focus of the film. The imprisonment of John Coffey is not fully explained, 

but it is highly possible that the murder of the two girls he was accused of killing was 

not investigated, because he was immediately thought of as guilty. John Coffey was 

found trying to heal the girls, but when a group of angry men found a big, African 

American man covered in blood holding two dead girls, it is evident that they held him 

guilty at the very start. When it is time for Coffey to be put in the chair, the prison 

guard Paul Edgecomb knows that Coffey is innocent, but Coffey convinces Edgecomb 

to let the sentence be carried out. Coffey suffers on Earth, due to him feeling all the 

pain and suffering of other people, thus he wants to be relieved of his pain. Coffey thus 

willingly dies and sacrifices himself, and there is no real justice in the film. This shows 

that Coffey is only used in the film as a mystical character, and not treated as most 

other human beings would. 

 

4.3 What the results say about Hollywood 

The results in this study are in line with what I expected them to be. Considering that 

the films for this study were chosen because they have at least one major African 

American character and most of the films concentrate on the lives of African 

Americans, it is surprising that still European Americans dominate these films in 

speech. The domination is not drastic when looking at the results as mere figures: on 

average, African Americans make up 47% of speech in the films, and European 

Americans only speak slightly more, contributing to 50% of speech. However, were 

these results to be compared to films about European Americans, the results would 
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seem staggering. There is a great number of Hollywood films with European American 

main characters with no minority characters at all. For instance, 34% of the most 

popular films in 2014 had a 10% or less minority cast share, and the same figure for 

films in 2011 is 51.2% (Hunt, Ramón, and Tran, 2016: 11). My study also clearly 

shows how little other minorities are represented in films: only five out of the twelve 

films in this study have any other minority characters, and in only two of these films 

do other minorities speak for more than one minute. 

In many of the films, there is only one major African American character with 

all or most of the other characters being European American. Pulp Fiction, The 

Shawshank Redemption, The Green Mile and The Blind Side all have only one 

dominant African American character and barely any African Americans in minor 

roles. Django Unchained and 12 Years a Slave only have a small number of African 

American characters in addition to the main character, all with rather small supporting 

roles. Beasts of the Southern Wild, which is the most dominated by African Americans, 

also only has very few African American characters, but unlike Django Unchained 

and 12 Years a Slave, it has very few European American characters as well. 

The African American characters in these films all convey the most common 

stereotypes or representations of African Americans. The main characters are either 

extremely poor (Precious, The Blind Side, The Help, Beasts of the Southern Wild), 

criminals or in prison (Pulp Fiction, The Green Mile, The Shawshank Redemption) or 

slaves (12 Years a Slave, Django Unchained). The only two films with the African 

American main character being successful and contributing positively to the society 

are Selma and Ray which are both based on the lives of real people. The Blind Side 

tells the story of a successful African American, but the story in the film is about the 

time before he did his greatest professional achievements. There are five significant 

African American characters in Crash: two of them are thieves, while three of them 

are professionally successful or rich.  

In trying to determine what factors contribute to the way the films in this study 

have been made, I examined the directors of the films to see if there is a correlation 

between their ethnicity and African American speech times. Nine of the twelve films 

have white directors. The three remaining films in this study have black directors – 

Steve McQueen for 12 Years a Slave, Ava DuVernay for Selma and Lee Daniels for 

Precious. None of these films are films with the highest portion of African American 
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speech, though Selma and Precious are both high on the list with about 70% African 

American speech. The films with the highest rates of African American speech – Ray 

and Beasts of the Southern Wild – both have European American directors. 

The directors of these films are in line with directors overall – the vast majority 

of directors are white men, as they are in this set of films in my study. Ava DuVernay 

is the only female director in this set, which is not surprising considering that in 2014 

only 4% of directors for the most successful films were female (Hunt, Ramón, and 

Tran, 2016: 12). British director Steve Mcqueen is also the first and only black director 

to have won the Best Picture award (Clark, 2014).  

Further division of the films by director or studio is unnecessary, because there 

are so few films with the same director or same main studios as other films. This is 

because my data set is so small, finding trends in such divisions is unproductive. Also, 

there are only some films where such links can be made, and for instance Pulp Fiction 

and Django Unchained do not represent all of Quentin Tarantino’s works, so any 

correlations between those two films may be too arbitrary and coincidental to have 

more significant meaning.  

Comparing the films’ budgets to the role of African Americans in the films tells 

a lot about what sort of films are the most appreciated in Hollywood. The film with 

the most speech by African Americans is also the film with the smallest budget: only 

1.8 million dollars for Beasts of the Southern Wild. Precious, which barely has any 

European American characters, also has one of the smallest budgets of these films: 10 

million dollars. The only films with smaller budgets are Crash, which has the most 

evenly distributed amount of speech for all speech groups in this study, with a 6.5-

million-dollar budget, and Pulp Fiction with a budget of 8 million dollars. The 

relatively small budget for Pulp Fiction can be explained by the fact that it is only 

Quentin Tarantino’s second film, coming after the moderate success of Reservoir Dogs 

which was made on an even smaller budget than Beasts of the Southern Wild.  

The films with the biggest budgets, Django Unchained with a budget of 100 

million dollars and The Green Mile with 60 million dollars, are both films which are 

clearly dominated by European American characters. The other films in this study have 

a budget of 20 to 25 million dollars, with the exception of Ray with a budget of 40 

million dollars. Ray is the film with the most speech by African Americans in minutes, 
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coming very close to the percentage of speech by African Americans in Beasts of the 

Southern Wild. Figure 4 visualizes the correlation between budget and African 

American speech times, and clearly shows budget rates going down as the speech 

percentage of African Americans goes up, with the exception of Ray and Pulp Fiction. 

The budget information is from the Internet Movie Database.   

Figure 4. Budgets and the amount of speech by African Americans. 

 

As discussed in the background section of this thesis, the entertainment 

industry’s main goal is to make money, and films with potential for social change are 

seen as risky films that do not have the potential of making as much money. To see 

how risky it is to make films dominated by African Americans, in Figure 5 the profit 

of each of the films is compared to the amount of speech by African Americans. The 

films are in the same order as in Figure 4, so in the order of budget, with the film with 

the largest budget on the left, and the smallest budget on the right. The amount of profit 

has been calculated by taking away the budget from the box office grosses of the films. 

Information on grosses has been obtained from Box Office Mojo. Figure 5 quite clearly 

shows that whenever the line for percentage of African American speech goes up, the 

profits of the film go down. 
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Figure 5. Profits and the amount of speech by African Americans.  

 

The results for The Shawshank Redemption in Figure 5 are unreliable, as the data 

on Box Office Mojo only showed the domestic gross from the United States for this 

film, and for all the others the international gross was given. Also, The Shawshank 

Redemption was a box office flop when it was released, and has only later found a 

stable fan base and more money, with current profits estimated at $100 million 

(Adams, 2014). 

The films with the biggest profits are films that are most dominated by European 

American characters: Django Unchained (71% European American), The Green Mile 

(88% European American) and The Blind Side (78% European American). The four 

films which are dominated by African Americans in this study – Ray, Selma, Precious 

and Beasts of the Southern Wild – and Crash, which is a racially even mixture, have 

much smaller profits than the rest of the films. The budgets of the films had some 

exceptions: Ray had a large budget, though it is dominated by African-Americans, and 

Pulp Fiction had a small budget, though it has many more European American 

characters. The profits have only one exception: The Shawshank Redemption, with 

small profits and a clear European American dominance. However, nowadays the film 

has a firm grasp on audiences as a classic that continues to make money after over 20 

years since its release. All the films with more speech by African Americans have the 

smallest profits, and the films with the most European American speech have the 

biggest profits. 
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The film industry’s main objective is to make money, and the industry will 

continue to make films similar to ones that have succeeded – and not care to make 

films similar to ones that have not brought in a lot of profit. I only have 12 films in this 

study, so it is possible that it is only coincidental that all the films with the most African 

American characters are the ones that have made the least profit. However, as none of 

these films with a clear African American majority have been box office successes, it 

raises an alarming question about film audiences. If the reason for the films’ poor 

success is truly the fact that there are more African American than European American 

characters, then the industry will continue to make more films that are more dominated 

by European Americans. The film industry has received a lot of criticism on how 

minorities are depicted, but if audiences do not want to see films about minorities, then 

the film industry will not care about the demands for change before minority films 

begin to bring more money to the film makers. 

There are of course, many reasons for films to make it big or to flop. There are 

so many variables in all of these films, looking at only the amount of speech by African 

Americans cannot tell the whole story about the films’ audience sizes. The profits can 

be explained by factors such as marketing, which I was not able to obtain data on. 

Also, some of the films with big profits are simply film classics that are considered 

exceptionally good films. Pulp Fiction is one example of this: though it was made with 

a relatively small budget, it is an extremely popular film even today and is considered 

a great film classic. 

According to the Hollywood Diversity Report, between 2011 and 2013 the films 

that reflected the diversity of American society did the best at the box office (Hunt, 

Ramón, and Tran, 2016: 49). The Report also shows that films from 2011 to 2014 with 

low diversity were on average less of a success than films with more diversity (ibid.). 

However, films with 51% or higher minority cast shares have received smaller profits 

in the past years than films with 10% or less minority shares, meaning an average of 

50 million dollars in grosses (Hunt, Ramón, and Tran, 2016: 50). Though the 

Hollywood Diversity Report measures diversity in the number of minority characters, 

and I have measured speech times, the results are in part similar. For the five films in 

my study which have over 51% minority speech – Ray, Crash, Precious, Beasts of the 

Southern Wild and Selma – the grosses are on average 75 million dollars. For the three 

films with 35 to 45% minority speech – The Shawshank Redemption, The Help and 12 
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Years a Slave, the grosses are clearly higher, reaching an average of 109 million 

dollars. However, the rest films in this study which underrepresent diversity in the 

United States with over 70% European American speech have a gross average of 309 

million dollars. All the films with over 70% European American speech have higher 

grosses than all the other films in this study. Naturally, my data set is quite small and 

cannot thus be compared to the film sets in the Hollywood Diversity Reports, with sets 

of around 200 films for each year. Also, the films in my study are all Oscar nominees, 

which has in part contributed to the high grosses of the films, and meaning that almost 

all of the films in this study have been relatively big financial successes. As mentioned 

in section 2.5, simply having an Oscar nomination can almost double a film’s gross 

profit (Levy, 2001: 42). 

The speech time results show that there is great variation in films about African 

Americans and there are no visible trends in the data, except for the fact that films with 

the most African American characters made the least profit out of the films in this 

study. My data set is so small compared to the number of films that exist that the results 

are not generalizable to all films about African Americans or black people, but results 

from studies such as the Hollywood Diversity Report support the fact that African 

Americans and other minorities are extremely underrepresented in films (Hunt, 

Ramón, and Tran, 2016). I do however believe that these results and the domination 

of European Americans in these films are generalizable to other popular Hollywood 

films about African Americans, but to be reassured of that, there would have to be 

more study done on this topic. 
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5 Conclusion 

My hypothesis was met and the results were mostly what I expected them to be. 

European Americans speak more than African Americans in seven out of the 12 films 

in this study, and the average percentage of speech of European Americans in all the 

films combined is three percentage points higher than for African Americans. Four of 

the films only had one major African American character, and two of the films only 

had very few African Americans with important roles with almost all other characters 

being European American. 

Considering that all the films in my study focus on an African American 

character, the speech division should be much more in favour of African Americans. 

The films in my study are all about African Americans, yet African Americans use 

their voice in less than half of the total speech time. Though these films seem to be 

about African Americans, most of them are made with a very European American 

focus. The films in my study are the Best Picture nominees with the most African 

American characters and speech, yet African Americans are still dominated by 

European Americans even in this small set of films. 

None of the films in my study have a fully African American cast, unlike many 

films about European Americans with fully white casts. There are many films about 

European Americans with 100% of speech by European Americans, but the most 

speech by African Americans in these films is 85%. Further research could study the 

roles of minorities in films about European Americans, because it is evident from the 

films in this study that minorities are mostly used in films where they are specifically 

needed, and even then they are often still dominated by the majority. Minorities are 

not in film by chance, but play a certain type of role that require a person of colour. In 

films about European Americans, minorities are often absent. 

This study shows that the Oscars are definitely very white. The amount of speech 

of African Americans is only almost equal to that of European Americans, though the 

films are about African Americans. The films in this study are already a small minority 

in Best Picture nominees – out of 153 Best Picture nominees from the past 25 years, 

only 12 centre around an African American character. The situation is much worse for 

all other minorities, having barely any major roles in Oscar nominees or films in 

general. 



 54  

 

 

Another idea for further research is to focus more on other minorities. African 

Americans are definitely the most visible minority in the film industry, yet even they 

are underrepresented and portrayed in an unequal setting. African Americans made up 

13,3% of the American population in 2015 when Hispanics and Latinos made up 

17,6% (United States Census Bureau, 2016), yet Latin Americans are very rarely 

portrayed in films and when they are, they are most often in very minor roles. The 

“OscarsSoWhite” controversy has mostly focused on African Americans, but 

considering that Hispanics and Latinos make up a larger minority than African 

Americans, there should definitely be more focus on them than there is at the moment. 

Focus on other minorities who are for the most part overlooked by the film industry 

would give more insight into Hollywood’s racial diversity. 

One of the most alarming findings of my study was that, for the most part, films 

that are more dominated by European Americans’ speech have bigger budgets than for 

films that have more speech by African Americans, and that without exception, films 

with an African American majority all had smaller profits than films with more 

European American characters. Previous research supports my findings, as films with 

an over 51% minority cast have the smallest average grosses (Hunt, Ramón, and Tran, 

2016: 50). 

Originally, I also planned to analyse non-verbal communication and speaker 

roles in the films to determine more precisely how African Americans are portrayed. 

Unfortunately, that would have resulted in this study being too broad for a Master’s 

Thesis, and I had to omit that analysis. This analysis would have brought new insights 

into my results; for instance Django, from Django Unchained, is a powerful character 

though he speaks much less than his European American counterparts. On the other 

hand Michael Oher from The Blind Side avoids conversation all together and is 

portrayed as very submissive. I find speech times to be a more significant measure of 

power in films, because in most cases, little speech means little power. The results for 

speech times are straightforward and act as a concrete measure for how much power 

is given to characters. Also, I mostly analyse the films in a quantitative manner, which 

show larger trends in the films. The quantitative results are more descriptive than 

details which can be explained by non-verbal communication. The results show that 

African Americans usually speak less than European Americans and the reasons for 

this are more usually that there are only very few African American characters or that 
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the African American characters are powerless and silent, rather than the characters 

being powerful in a non-verbal way. 

There has been a gradual shift to films focusing more on African Americans, as 

the average portion of African American speech in the newer films in this study is 

remarkably more than for the films from the 1990s. Analysis on films about minorities 

should definitely be done in the future as well, due to the fact that there has been a lot 

of discussion on minorities in the recent past, meaning that the shift may be a 

temporary trend. Only after some years can we determine if the discussions of today 

will have a lasting impact on the film industry. The shift is a positive sign, but all 

minorities are still mostly absent from films. There is a lot of work to be done in the 

Academy and film industry before they can portray modern society in a realistically 

diverse manner. For the time being, based on my findings in this study, I think it is 

safe to say #OscarsSoWhite. 
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