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Actors of color are favorites in each cate-
gory, and two female directors are nomi-
nated for the first time-this year’s Oscars

could set new benchmarks for diversity, thanks
to long-brewing industry changes as well as
COVID-19’s transformation of Hollywood, ex-
perts say. The Academy of Motion Picture Arts
and Sciences has drastically reformed its mem-
bership in recent years, admitting large batches
of new Oscars voters each year who better re-
flect society’s diversity, after much criticism for
its mainly white, male base.

“I think that this Oscars will be forever re-
membered as the one where changes in the vot-
ing body made six years ago in the wake of
#OscarsSoWhite has delivered on a promise by
the Academy to reform itself,” Black US actor
Dwayne Barnes (“Menace II Society”) wrote in
a column for industry site Deadline. While it is
difficult to draw a direct line from those changes
to this year’s nominations, the current Oscars
race is startlingly different from those seen in
previous years. Last year, Cynthia Erivo was the
sole non-white actor among 20 nominations, but
this time the late Chadwick Boseman (“Ma
Rainey’s Black Bottom”), Black British actor
Daniel Kaluuya (“Judas and the Black Messiah”)
and South Korean star Youn Yuh-Jung (“Minari”)
are the firm frontrunners for acting statuettes.

Boseman’s co-star Viola Davis is among a
crowded pack vying for best actress, while Bei-
jing-born Chloe Zhao (“Nomadland”) looks like
a shoo-in for best director if she can fend off
Emerald Fennell (“Promising Young Woman”).

The #OscarsSoWhite campaign was launched in
January 2015 on social media to denounce and
draw attention to the overwhelming majority of
white nominees rewarded year after year by the
Academy. At the time, the Academy’s 6,000
members were 93 percent white and 76 percent
male. By this summer, the prestigious group had
reached a goal of doubling the number of women
and non-white members, reaching one-third fe-
male and 19 percent “underrepresented minori-
ties.” “It took a few years to take hold, but there
is every reason to hope that the change (in the
crop of nominees) is... not a one-time occur-

rence,” wrote Barnes. 

‘Perfect storm’ 
As well as #OscarsSoWhite, the #MeToo

movement spurred by the sexual assault revela-
tions about disgraced Hollywood mogul Harvey
Weinstein has prompted calls for more female
representation across all film professions. The
impacts of those campaigns have gathered steam
over recent years, but in 2020 collided with a
dramatic and unpredictable change-COVID-19.
The coronavirus pandemic has closed movie the-
aters and delayed Oscar-tipped mega-produc-

tions, such as Steven Spielberg’s “West Side
Story” and sci-fi blockbuster “Dune,” both di-
rected by white men.

“They really shook the tree, and this year for
the first time, because COVID knocked out a lot
of the big movies... that left sort of a bare field,”
said Sasha Stone, founder of the Awards Daily
site, which has analyzed film awards since 1999.
The “pared down selection” of films in contention
“happened to be movies by filmmakers of color
and women,” she said, noting that “nobody had
to worry about opening weekend” box office
numbers for films lacking star wattage. “It turned
into the perfect storm,” she told AFP. The mete-
oric rise of streaming platforms during pandemic
lockdowns “is certainly a part of” the overall leap
forward in representation, as television “has be-
come much more diverse more quickly than film,”
said Darnell Hunt, a professor of social sciences
focusing on race, media and culture at University
of California, Los Angeles. “The streamers really
took off in terms of their audiences-that certainly
helped present to the Academy a much more di-
verse slate of films than they’re used to seeing,”
added Hunt, who is lead author of UCLA’s annual
Hollywood Diversity Report. —AFP

Oscars more diverse as pandemic, 
protests shake up Hollywood

This combination of pictures shows Director Chloe Zhao (left
and lead writer/producer Emerald Fennell.

This combination of pictures shows (from left) British actor Daniel Kaluuya, US actor Chadwick Boseman, South Korean ac-
tress Youn Yuh-jung and US actress Viola Davis. — AFP photos

Around 4,000 guests will be allowed to attend next month’s Brit
Awards ceremony as part of the government’s pilot scheme
easing coronavirus restrictions for live events, organizers said

yesterday. Audience members at London’s O2 Arena will not need to
socially distance or wear face coverings once seated, but will need to
produce a negative test result for the virus. More than half the tickets
will go to key workers from London.

The annual ceremony,
which normally takes place
in February, was postponed
by three months because of
safety and logistical con-
cerns due to the pandemic.
Superstar singer Dua Lipa
is among the artists sched-
uled to perform during the
ceremony. “This has been a long, tough year for everyone and I’m de-
lighted the night will honor the key worker heroes who have cared for
us so well during that time and continue to do so,” said the singer.
“They are quite simply an inspiration. The Brit Awards are always spe-
cial and this will truly make it a night to remember.” For the first time,
best album at UK pop’s biggest annual event has four women nomi-
nated on a five-act shortlist. Emerging singer and poet Arlo Parks, soul
singer Celeste, rap duo Young T & Bugsey and DJ and producer Joel
Corry have all received three total nominations across different cate-
gories. The World Snooker Championships, currently taking place in
Sheffield, are also part of the government scheme. — AFP 

New Yorkers who have been vaccinated against COVID-
19 were able to get an unlikely freebie Tuesday: a mari-
juana joint. Activists celebrating the recent legalization

of recreational pot in New York state handed out free doobies
in Manhattan to anyone with proof they had received at least one
vaccine shot. “This is the first time we can sit around and legally
hand people joints,” said Michael O’Malley, one of the organizers
of the “Joints for Jabs” giveaway in Union Square. “We’re sup-
porting the federal effort to roll out vaccinations. And we’re also
trying to get them to federally legalize weed,” he told AFP.

Organizers chose April 20 as the date as a way to mark 4/20,
an annual day of celebration amongst cannabis fans. Marijuana
activists also handed out free weed in Washington DC. Several
dozen, relaxed looking people formed an orderly queue as the
distribution of joints in New York began at 11:00 am.

One woman held a sign that read “pro-vaxx, pro-weed.” The
giveaway was due to last until 4:20 pm. They only had to wait
ten minutes at most in the spring sunshine. They showed their
vaccination card, in paper or via phone, gave their email address
and a joint was theirs. There seemed to be little verification re-
quired to prevent someone from queuing twice. “We are not re-
ally being very careful,” admitted O’Malley.

Sarah Overholt, 38, left with two joints in her pocket after
showing vaccination cards belonging to herself and her 70-
year-old mother. For Overholt, marijuana and the vaccine are

essential. “I smoke every day and I am a better person if I smoke,
trust me,” she said with a smile. “Everybody should get vacci-
nated. It should not be weed that is getting them there. But if it
works, then it works,” added Overholt, who received her first
vaccine shot on March 25 and gets her second on Thursday.

Alex Zerbe, a 24-year-old a trader who came from his
nearby office, agreed. He has already had both doses and said
he smokes a joint once or twice a day. “I can get a joint any-
way, but (the giveaway) is just cool you know,” Zerbe told
AFP. By 11:30 am, between 150 and 200 joints had already
been distributed, out of some 1,500 rolled in advance by a
handful of volunteers.  On March 31, New York Governor An-
drew Cuomo signed legislation allowing adults 21 and over
to purchase cannabis and grow plants for personal consump-
tion at home. —AFP

‘Joints for jabs’: 
Free marijuana for 
vaccinated New Yorkers

4,000 to attend Brit Awards
as UK loosens COVID rules

People line up to receive a free marijuana cigarette after showing proof of a
COVID-19 vaccination at Union Square in New York City. — AFP 


