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June is PTSD Awareness Month. 

In the midst of a raging pandemic that has upended daily life as
we know it and a global reckoning about privilege, race, and vio-
lence, there has arguably never been a more apt time to discuss
post-traumatic stress disorder. Conversations about the complex
nature of PTSD continue to occupy national space, which is sore-
ly needed. I am writing to shine a spotlight on a little-known,
desperately needed aspect of this conversation: PTSD in foster
youth.  

While people are more commonly beginning to understand
PTSD, there are some facts that we should remind ourselves of
before we enter any earnest discussion of under-discussed PTSD
sufferers. First, we must dispel the notion that PTSD is solely
suffered by first responders or combat veterans, or dictated by a
narrow, cinematic stereotype of flashbacks and outbursts after
loud noises. While those symptoms - heightened startle response
and increased agitation - are definitely part of PTSD, they’re

really just the tip of an iceberg that presents differently with
everyone. PTSD actually physically alters aspects of the brain
and body chemistry in medically observable, measurable ways.
This can cause outward effects like behavioral changes, emo-
tional numbing, outbursts, nightmares, substance abuse, self-
harm, and suicide. 

Most people immediately think of the terror that veterans face
and their experiences with PTSD as the pinnacle of the disor-
der’s prominence. But it’s been well documented that foster
youth are even more acutely vulnerable. We’ve chronicled this
for years, including in a 2005 Harvard study that demonstrated
former foster youth were nearly twice as likely to develop
PTSD as veterans returning from tours in Iraq. 

That’s about one in four. 

Any system that is mandated to protect and nurture youth that
results in 25% of its wards developing a serious, life-altering

disorder is a system that has unequivo-
cally failed. That is not a social services
support net - that is a game of Russian
Roulette being played with the lives of
the most vulnerable children in our soci-
ety. There are 400,000 kids in foster care
in the United States today. There are no
words to describe the immense amount
of pain that it takes to lead to 100,000
children - who are supposed to be in the
care of our state and society -  develop-
ing a debilitating condition we’ve his-
torically associated with the horrors of
wartime.

Any child that has contact with the fos-
ter care system, even for a short while, is
bound to be in an already precarious
emotional state. They may be disorient-
ed or scared, unable to comprehend
what’s going on with the adults in their
lives or having just directly experienced
or witnessed interpersonal violence or
tragedy. There are a variety of dehuman-
izing, humiliating, frightening experi-
ences that foster youth have to confront
- many of them multiple times over. 

In the course of my work as a foster
youth attorney and advocate for change,
I’ve been appalled to personally see the
conditions that these kids have to face -
from the degrading and disheartening
experience of foster youth commonly
having to transport their personal
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belongings in trash bags to the system failing to protect these kids in their darkest hours, placing them in negligent and outright
violent homes, and even losing track of them. 

Not only do these factors of trauma and instability permanently alter the health and wellbeing of foster youth well into their ado-
lescence and adulthood, but they’re also used as fuel to further marginalize these children. 

Without proper intervention, supervision, and support, foster youth experiencing PTSD may act out, resulting in disciplinary
actions at school, further conflict at home, or even switching their placement entirely. This vicious cycle particularly traps children
of color and LGBTQ+ youth. Black children are twice as likely as white children to be placed in foster care and are already dis-
proportionately inappropriately disciplined and criminalized. These children are punished, not protected - which is one of the rea-
sons that a quarter of foster youth will be in prison two years after they emancipate. 

These experiences and harrowing statistics do not have to happen, and in a world with more understanding of PTSD, childhood
abuse, and social support, they wouldn’t. 

Now more than ever during COVID, these kids are vulnerable and need our help. There are common sense reforms we can take
to improve foster care, including providing emergency funding and support for foster youth during the pandemic, increased
accountability and oversight, and overhauls that make the system one based on kindness and care. We must stand together and pro-
vide these children with what they need: compassion not criminalization, and treatment, not more trauma. 

Chicago attorney and child advocate, Jay Paul Deratany (founder of Chicago’s Deratany &
Kosner) has spent years working tirelessly to protect the rights of foster children. Most recently, he
won a $45 million judgement – the largest award ever in the history of the State of Illinois – involv-
ing the death of a toddler in the foster care system. He is also the writer and producer of the award-
winning film, Foster Boy, starring Matthew Modine and Academy Award-winner Louis Gossett Jr.,
a courtroom drama based on several of Jay’s actual cases. Basketball legend, Shaquille O’Neal, a
child advocate himself, took special interest in Jay’s film, and is an executive producer.  
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Without Fairness, There’s Only Darkness: A Call To 
Recognize My Father’s Kidnapping

Over a month ago, I woke up to news that no child should ever have to hear. My 

father had been kidnapped and was in grave danger across the world from me, 

leaving him unreachable and leaving me unfathomably distressed. My father Paul 

Rusesabagina is a widely beloved human rights icon and activist whose 

remarkable story of saving more than 1,200 people during the Rwandan 

Genocide was shared in the film Hotel Rwanda. He is an advocate for human 

rights, peace, freedom, and justice across the globe, and his work has earned him 

many awards, notably including the U.S. Presidential Medal of Freedom. 

As respected as my father is, his work has brought significant criticism and 

harassment from the Rwandan government, which routinely attempts to forcibly 

silence dissidents and activists. It was because of this pervasive violence that he 

was forced to flee Rwanda in 1996. He was granted political asylum status in 

Belgium. The Belgian government granted this to him because they knew what an 

active and ongoing threat the Rwandan government posed to him. They also 

knew of the service he had paid to Belgium during the genocide. The hotel he 

managed and sheltered people at was the Hôtel des Milles Collines, a hotel owned 

by Belgium’s state airline at the time, and he protected it from being the site of 

bloody destruction and violence. After being granted initial asylum, he renounced 

his Rwandan citizenship in favor of Belgian citizenship. 

And now, a Belgian citizen is being indefinitely detained and 

subjected to a sham trial in Rwanda — the very country that Belgium 

recognized as an imminent threat to that citizen’s life. 

https://medium.com/@freerusesabagina/without-fairness-theres-only-darkness-a-call-to-recognize-my-father-s-kidnapping-a5efa76e0d78
https://medium.com/@freerusesabagina/without-fairness-theres-only-darkness-a-call-to-recognize-my-father-s-kidnapping-a5efa76e0d78
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0395169/


Of course, no loved one would ever want to wake up to the news that their father, 

husband, or sibling had been detained, especially at the mercy of a brutal dictator 

in a court system routinely criticized by international analysts as corrupt and 

malicious. But the detainment phase of my father’s ongoing case was not where 

this nightmare began. For days, all we knew was what we could string together 

from a seemingly inexplicable string of information. He was traveling abroad in 

Dubai to attend a conference, which wasn’t unusual. Suddenly, he disappeared off 

the radar and days later surfaced under arrest in Kigali, imprisoned on terror 

charges, denied the ability to speak out unsupervised, and forced to use 

government-appointed lawyers while being refused the chance to speak to his 

international counsel. 

The Rwandan government and the broader international community have 

focused a lot on his trial, whether or not it will be fair, and the circumstances of 

his detention. But we cannot ignore the monumental question of how he got to 

Rwanda in the first place. In fact, it is the first question to the legality or fairness 

of the rest of these proceedings. To suggest that my father would willingly go to 

Rwanda is laughable, and Rwanda’s leader, President Paul Kagame, knew this. 

He gleefully described laying a trap for my father to the press, but remained 

elusive about the specifics of his strategy to obtain my father from Dubai. We did 

find out the truth, though: Rwanda chartered a flight from Gainjet, snatched my 

father from somewhere in Dubai, blindfolded and restrained him for three days, 

and dragged him across international borders to Rwanda. The Belgian 

government did not authorize an extradition of their citizen, the government in 

the UAE did not collaborate on this either — meaning that this was an illegal 

seizure and, in plain words, a kidnapping. 

A Belgian citizen was kidnapped and dragged across international 

borders, and the Belgian government has refused to voice their 

concern or outrage about that fact. While it is particularly concerning that 

Belgium is not highlighting this as a grave attack against their sovereignty and 

the international human rights of their citizens, their disinterest towards 

addressing that fact speaks to a broader trend about an imperative aspect of my 

father’s case. There are plenty of organizations and governments pledging their 

support to monitor the situation and ensure that the trial in Rwanda is fair, but 



can anything born out of an act as unjustifiable and unlawful as international 

kidnapping ever be fair? 

When we speak about fairness, we are not simply speaking about rising above 

pettiness or scare tactics. Fairness is the bedrock foundation for all human rights. 

It is an essential question of how we treat each other, how we hold each other 

accountable, and how we guarantee equality — politically, socially, and legally. 

Fairness is a concept that my father holds to be sacred, and I’ve inherited that 

from him. Without fairness, there is no equality, there is no progress, and there is 

no truth. When fairness is attacked or subverted, the structure of human rights, 

jurisprudence, and justice that is on top of it begins to crumble — everything that 

happens after that moment is tilted, biased, and unsound. 

In my father’s case, it hasn’t been hard to see how quickly things spiral after such 

an initial breach of fairness. The government broke international law and 

engaged in brazen criminal behavior by snatching my father from Dubai, and 

after that first infraction of honor, they’ve successfully tilted the trial against my 

father. After breaking international law, they proceeded to break their own law by 

falsely saying my father needs pro-bono representation. The lawyers he has been 

forced to use are there to work for the government — a government that has 

already publicly condemned him and asserted his guilt. The judges did not ask 

him how he arrived in Kigali. His supposed lawyers did not mention it. His 

kidnapping, that crucial violation of fairness, irreparably corrupted the rest of the 

trial before it even began. 

If we are willing to sacrifice fairness, we start to degrade our ability to survive 

together in our collective humanity. Trials and legal battles are a fundamental 

part of a functioning society, but when we allow such vicious tampering and 

disregard for law to put people in those trials, we debase the integrity of the 

system at large. You cannot break a law in the name of enforcing another law, and 

yet that is exactly what the Rwandan government has done time and time again 

here. The way that we treat each other determines the future. When we demean 

the process of law and justice in one instance, we set a precedent for it to be done 

to others. 



That precedent is chilling. If the international community lets this stand, it 

emboldens and endorses the actions the Rwandan government took to kidnap my 

father. That precedent will lead to these tactics being applied indiscriminately. 

My father’s case may be an issue of intrigue and importance, but if we do not 

protect the process of fairness now, others will follow. It is infinitely regressive. 

Without fairness, there’s only darkness. It’s not hard to see what could come 

next: a Belgian, British, or American journalist lands in Dubai for an event and 

the Rwandan government forcibly kidnaps them, restrains them, and hauls them 

away to try them for crimes in a country they’re not citizens of. Perhaps it won’t 

be the Rwandan government next time, perhaps it’ll be Russia seizing a German 

who has spoken critically of the country, perhaps it’ll be a dissident or an activist 

or a priest instead of a journalist. Should countries warn their citizens against 

traveling internationally if they have criticized another nation, even if that’s not 

their destination, because they’ll be kidnapped and the government won’t speak 

out about it? Would the Belgian Embassy only offer consular services instead of 

outcry about kidnapping in all of these cases? 

The international community must not allow this moment to pass without 

consequence. Taking action to condemn these tactics and recognizing their 

illegality is of paramount importance to the fairness that makes world peace 

possible. I call upon the European Union, the Belgian government, the United 

Nations, and the United States to acknowledge the unlawful, unjust nature of my 

father’s kidnapping and to advocate for his immediate release as a result. If the 

Rwandan government wants to try my father, they can do so internationally or in 

Belgium, as they’ve done with other dissidents in the past. But his proceedings 

must come from a place of fairness, and his current trial has been irreversibly 

damaged by the way the Rwandans began this ordeal. Without fairness, we have 

nothing — and at a moment where our world is facing sobering challenges and 

hard questions, we must do everything to protect the base that holds our 

humanity together as equals. 

 



Why a Lawyer Wrote a Movie 
Jay Paul Deratany, a working attorney who wrote and 
produced the new film Foster Boy, on his duty to share 
the stories of foster youth. 
By Jay Paul Deratany | September 28, 2020 

 
 

If you had told me years ago that I would write and produce a film that 
highlights the dark underbelly of the legal system and the fight that our 
nation’s most at-risk kids have to endure to get justice, I’m not sure what 
I would’ve thought. I’m a personal injury attorney in downtown Chicago 
and I have seen many eventful, impactful legal battles play out. But 
when I started working on foster youth cases, I began a journey that 
would culminate in me getting my MFA to write and produce a feature 
film about the epidemic of abuse in the foster care system. 

It’s not a typical path for a lawyer to take, and it certainly came with 
challenges – my program was a hybrid of in-person residency events and 
online classes, so there were many times I would come home after a day 
of trial work to do homework, and even an instance where I finished a 

https://www.talkhouse.com/why-a-lawyer-wrote-a-movie/
https://www.talkhouse.com/artist/jay-paul-deratany/


trial in New York and flew straight to Palm Springs to attend an 
in-person seminar. But the work I was doing in the courtroom often 
inspired me even more for my MFA work, and it paid off when I 
obtained my MFA as the class valedictorian – and now the project I’ve 
worked so hard on is ready to be shared with the world. Now Foster Boy 
is out in theaters and on demand, and I’ve been reflecting on the process 
that led to its creation – and my hopes that this film will turn its 
audiences into champions and activists for these kids. 

When I began working on foster-care legal issues, I was disturbed to my 
core to see how widespread horrifying abuse in the system is. The cases 
that I took on shattered my assumptions and profoundly moved me. 
Abused youth who come forward do so out of courage, not because of 
any fleeting desire for self-gain. No abused kid would sign themselves 
up to have the most painful moments of their lives publicly dissected 
just for a quick cash grab, and I wanted to empathetically demonstrate 
that point to get people to set aside their own assumptions why kids 
come forward. That’s why in the film, the hardened lawyer Michael 
Trainer (played by Matthew Modine) begins to believe that a pro-bono 
client he begrudgingly is forced to represent – a young former foster kid 
named Jamal (potently brought to life by Shane Paul McGhie) – may 
really be telling the truth about the extent of his abuse after refusing an 
initial settlement offer. If he’s not in it for the payday, then is it possible 
that he is being honest about the intentional negligence that led to his 
trauma? And what does it say about the power of the system when we’re 
prone to questioning children’s truthfulness in the first place? These 
thoughts haunt Michael Trainer in Foster Boy, and it’s a parallel of my 
own growth into a foster-care reform advocate. 

Lawyers are used to stress, frustration, and even outrage about the cases 
that they work on – but taking on foster-care cases took all that to an 



entirely different level. By the time many of these cases landed on my 
desk, I was fighting for justice for a child who had already been 
irreparably traumatized or, in some cases, even killed. I felt helpless and 
horrified, like I was always one step behind preventing the system from 
causing more harm. These cases kept me awake at night. And they 
would probably keep other people awake at night, too, if they just knew 
about them. 

The kind of sweeping misconduct and mismanagement in the foster care 
system – a broken system being actively reaped for monetary gain by for 
profit companies with little regard for safety – seems so outrageous that 
it seems better suited for fiction. The more involved I got, the more 
monumental pain and systemic corruption I saw up close, ranging from 
widespread negligence, denial of treatment, and the outright active 
enabling of violence and misconduct against kids. It deeply troubled me 
to know that so many children were being subjected to abhorrent 
physical, emotional and sexual abuse; nearly one in four foster children 
suffers from post-traumatic stress-disorder – a rate higher than some 
groups of veterans returning from Iraq. 

From social workers questioning an abused child in the presence of her 
abusers and catalyzing a punishment from them that led to the child’s 
death, to foster agencies knowingly endangering families by hiding 
abuse histories, I’ve seen it all. One of the plot points in Foster Boy is 
inspired by a case I worked on where a child with a documented history 
of perpetrating sexual abuse was placed, without warning, into a home 
with other children. After seeing the agony and bravery of foster kids 
and activists fighting for justice, I felt that it was my duty to share these 
stories which had grown to haunt me outside of the courtroom. People 
need to understand that while Foster Boy dramatized events, the script is 

https://www.thecrimson.com/article/2005/4/11/study-finds-foster-kids-suffer-ptsd/
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based on the very real terror that many foster youth confront and grapple 
with. 

Children who do come forward may feel pressured to settle for less than 
the damages they truly deserve, because of fear of shaming, character 
assassination, and retraumatization. Opposing counsel lawyers often said 
things like, “Your client doesn’t want to relive the trauma and face the 
embarrassment of being sexually or physically abused,” in front of a 
jury, an allusion to the harshness of the system. When creating Foster 
Boy, I thought it was important to convey just how difficult it is to stand 
up against the foster-care system in legal cases logistically, but also the 
raw, emotional and potentially volatile way that abuse survivors can 
react while getting triggered on the witness stand or during other 
proceedings. Coming forward about abuse and trying to get justice in a 
world that is not trauma-informed or at all sympathetic is not a simple 
task, particularly for youth of color. This is especially true for Black 
children, who are disproportionately represented in the system and 
subject to a myriad of stereotypes, stigmas and racist microaggressions 
that make justice even harder to attain. 

The lack of oversight and direct negligence of the foster care industry 
creates a maddening cycle of abuse. Studies show us that 28 percent of 
foster youth are abused while in the system, but that number is 
undoubtedly miscounted on the low end. Foster children are often gaslit 
and conditioned to not report their abuse. That isn’t even considering 
how many foster youth enter the system directly because of an explicit 
incident of abuse at home. 

Children cycle through the system – in as many as 60 percent of states, 
foster youth go through more than two placements – while frequently 
being unable to speak up or get crucial access to psychological 

https://lawinjury.com/consequences-of-foster-care-abuse-and-neglect/#:~:text=According%20to%20the%20Psychology%20Today,about%20the%20abuse%20they%20endure.
https://lawinjury.com/consequences-of-foster-care-abuse-and-neglect/#:~:text=According%20to%20the%20Psychology%20Today,about%20the%20abuse%20they%20endure.
https://www.casey.org/placement-stability-impacts/#:~:text=According%20to%20the%20Child%20Welfare,no%20more%20than%20two%20placements.&text=While%20that%20is%20still%20one,care%2024%20months%20and%20beyond.
https://www.casey.org/placement-stability-impacts/#:~:text=According%20to%20the%20Child%20Welfare,no%20more%20than%20two%20placements.&text=While%20that%20is%20still%20one,care%2024%20months%20and%20beyond.


treatment. Traumatized children who are exposed to constant instability 
and not given any assistance can fall into a devastating traumatic 
phenomenon of re-enacting their abuse onto other kids – something I 
saw happen in the real-life case that inspired a plot point in Foster Boy. 
It’s a resounding moral and legal failure that the foster-care system isn’t 
preventing adults from abusing these vulnerable children in the first 
place, but it’s outright mind-boggling that youth who have a documented 
history of abusing other kids are still getting placed in other homes and 
around other children. It really is that shamefully bad. It really is that 
egregious. And it really is happening to the 440,000 children in foster 
care in the United States right at this instant. 

The system is so broken that cases like the one in the film are not 
outliers. The character of Jamal may be fictional, but the pain that he 
endures is real for far too many foster youth. Telling this story has been 
a personal mission for me. And I hope that after watching Foster Boy, 
it’ll be a personal mission for many of the people who see the film, as 
well. There are so many things that need to be fixed about the foster-care 
system. But we must start by reckoning with its failures – and believing, 
supporting and advocating for both the kids who come forward and the 
ones that are forced to suffer in silence. For now, I myself continue to 
work on foster-care cases and have been in courtrooms around the 
country. I will keep fighting for justice for these kids and sharing their 
stories so others do too. 

Featured image shows Jay Paul Deratany on the set of Foster Boy.  
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We’ve Been Saying #BlackLivesMatter All Summer. Demand 

That Actually Means Something In The Film Industry. 

By Sergio Navarretta, July 28th 

Over the past two months of this summer, we have stood witness to a 

long-overdue reckoning about race and privilege. The COVID crisis has 

shown us that our “normal” wasn’t working and, after years of growing 

outrage and increasing national consciousness about the harsh realities of 

what it’s like to be Black in America — and by extension what it is to be 

black in the entire western world — we are now in the midst of a defining 

historical moment. Is what we are witnessing reaction to being quarantined 

for months and a display of pent up energy? Or are we ready for meaningful 

outcry that leads to measurable social change? 

People the world over have witnessed the widespread, oppressive racism 

that exists in America — everything from the fact that Black motorists live 

in constant fear of being stopped by the police in disproportionate numbers 

to the way a segment of society has collectively decided that not even Black 

children are worthy of living through an encounter with the police. There is 

a disturbing and pervasive reality that despite unarmed Black people being 

killed at extraordinarily high rates by the police, only a fraction of those 

officers will face charges. As a Canadian, recent events including the death 

of George Floyd and the widespread protests that followed — both in the US 

and around the globe — have caused me to reflect on how systemic racism 

operates in my own backyard and the industry I love dearly but that is not 

without its flaws. 

The newest #BlackLivesMatter protests are arriving at a particularly 

intense time in the global community. This is an already unprecedented 

https://medium.com/@sergionavarretta/weve-been-saying-blacklivesmatter-all-summer-29cd29a5e3a9
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https://www.nytimes.com/2015/01/23/us/in-tamir-rice-shooting-in-cleveland-many-errors-by-police-then-a-fatal-one.html
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moment in our collective history. As we continue to live under public health 

lockdown measures and the pandemic ravages countries like the United 

States, Brazil, and India, it is notable that for many Black people across the 

world, this is a reckoning on two fronts. Black people are fighting 

state-sponsored brutality and racism, but they’re also fighting against 

state-sponsored systematic failings on public health for minorities. There 

are examples of this dynamic across the world. Black and Indigenous 

people in Brazil are getting infected and dying at much higher rates than 

white patients. In the United States, a grim warrant is Maine, where Black 

people make up less than 2% of the state’s population but almost a full 

quarter of its COVID cases. Even in my home of Ontario, there’s regional 

and city data that proves Black neighborhoods are hit harder by the virus, 
yet our federal Public Health Agency is so far resisting collecting race-based 

data nationwide. 

Though COVID does not discriminate in its ruthlessness, healthcare does 

discriminate, and it’s causing worse outcomes for Black people across the 

world. Black communities are being disproportionately affected due to a 

lack of testing, accessible resources, and economic security. We must not 

forget that Black people are fighting the apocalypse on two 

hyper-concentrated fronts right now. These issues affect all of us to some 

degree, and as the pandemic worsens existing inequality, more of us will be 

vulnerable — and this requires collective cooperation to solve. It is a prior 

question to our ability to address COVID efficiently. All it takes is one 

community experiencing a surge to turn an entire city or region into a 

hotspot. The virus doesn’t respect lines of gentrification or neighborhood 

boundaries, and it will not stay just in vulnerable populations. It will spread 

from underprivileged workers having to return to service jobs prematurely, 

from teachers having to go back to school without proper protection or 

guidance, and from inevitable human interactions. 

The nightmares that we’re facing as a society are intertwined. Yet despite 

these unrivalled circumstances, we have seen people from all walks of life 

pour into the streets to care for one another and to demand justice for the 

https://theconversation.com/covid-19-is-deadlier-for-black-brazilians-a-legacy-of-structural-racism-that-dates-back-to-slavery-139430
https://www.washingtonpost.com/nation/2020/07/18/im-scared/?arc404=true
https://www.washingtonpost.com/nation/2020/07/18/im-scared/?arc404=true
https://www.washingtonpost.com/nation/2020/07/18/im-scared/?arc404=true
https://www.washingtonpost.com/nation/2020/07/18/im-scared/?arc404=true
https://globalnews.ca/news/7015522/black-neighbourhoods-toronto-coronavirus-racism/


hundreds of thousands of people whose lives or futures have been lost at 

the hands of police. Public opinion has swiftly shifted to a majority of 

Americans now supporting the #BlackLivesMatter movement, a change 

that has spilled over into Canada, where 63% of people support 

#BlackLivesMatter. These shifts are undoubtedly fueled by the shocking 

dissonance of witnessing police officers use tear gas and “less lethal” force 

such as rubber bullets against peaceful protesters and secret-police style 

snatchings of protesters in Portland. 

Corporate entities in every sector, including the entertainment and film 

industry, have long-enjoyed being able to straddle the fence and stay out of 

uncomfortable discussions about race relations. It has become clear that 

silence is no longer acceptable in this period of crisis. 

That realization has led to some positive discussions and genuine 

soul-searching — but it has also led to companies and influencers 

attempting to water down their activism and skate around actually 

committing to the principles and fundamental message of 

#BlackLivesMatter. While there does seem to be a level of sincerity among 

some entities, many organizations and industries are scrambling to find a 

way to “manage” a response to our current times — claiming to be 

pro-Black without committing to reform or taking a hard look at their own 

complicity in white supremacy. It’s hard to take companies that sell 

skin-bleaching products seriously when they proclaim their supposed 

support of Blackness and diversity. It’s even harder to believe the film 

industry’s promises that they’re listening and changing to heart when 

movements like #OscarsSoWhite, which rightfully called out the 

white-washed history of awards in Hollywood and generated notable 

outrage, have resulted in very little systemic change. 

Racist ideals of beauty and harmful stereotypes about people of color, 

especially Black people, have permeated the film and entertainment 

industry for far too long. Some of this racism has become a joke in and of 

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/06/10/upshot/black-lives-matter-attitudes.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/06/10/upshot/black-lives-matter-attitudes.html
https://globalnews.ca/news/7205319/canada-racism-poll/
https://globalnews.ca/news/7205319/canada-racism-poll/
https://abcnews.go.com/Health/rubber-bullets-deadly-experts/story?id=71153062#:~:text=The%2520trauma%2520from%2520a%2520rubber%2520bullet%2520could%2520lead%2520to%2520%2522blunt,abdomen%2520without%2520breaking%2520the%2520skin
https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/meghara/skin-lightening-cream-black-lives-matter-companies
https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/meghara/skin-lightening-cream-black-lives-matter-companies
https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/meghara/skin-lightening-cream-black-lives-matter-companies
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/06/movies/oscarssowhite-history.html?auth=login-facebook


itself — like the way that horror-comedies now make “self-aware” jokes 

about how the Black character is always the first to die — but we seem 

hesitant as an industry to actually become more inclusive and actively 

dismantle our own racism. After all, there’s a reason that John Boyega’s 

tremendously impassioned speech at a #BlackLivesMatter protest 

contained his own concern and resignation about the consequences of 

speaking so openly about race as a major player in the film industry. 

 

My work as a director has always been about exploring the human 

condition, and about utilizing art as a medium to connect people in the 

purest, rawest, most honest form of persuasion — to cultivate empathy, 

understanding, and change. My intention is to tell stories that are 

heartwarming and bittersweet, such as my forthcoming movie The Cuban, 
and stories that are painful and necessary to hear, like my early work 

Looking For Angelina. I’m lucky to have had an upbringing that lends itself 

to telling stories that create social change and centers the experiences of 

diverse characters. Growing up in a very multicultural community certainly 

nurtured my curiosity and encouraged me to be accepting of others. I am 

proud to say that I’ve carried that openness and encouragement onto my 

own son, to raise him to value equality regardless of skin colour or 

backgrounds or identity. 

 

There is a purity in children that we can all learn from when we aim to 

dismantle racism in specific industries. Hate is taught, and racism is passed 

on — not only to our children, but to our colleagues and to the generations 

who come after us and are influenced greatly by our work. Due to decades 

of racism in the entertainment and film industry, it has become deeply 

ingrained and systematic. At times, it feels as though we have been 

orienting ourselves towards “tolerance” as a way to address this. However, 

tolerance is insufficient and should never be the goal. It allows these racist 

sentiments to bubble below the surface, to continue to exist on some level 

of permeation and rear their heads openly the moment they’re provoked. 

What we should be striving for to dismantle these systematic bigotry is 

active anti-racist work, openness, love, acceptance and a cultivation of 

genuine curiosity in someone or a culture that is different from your own. 

https://thecubanmovie.com/
https://snapfilmsinc.com/looking-for-angelina/


 

This can only be abolished through education — education for how we 

interact with the stories of Black people and other minorities, education 

through the collection and discussion of data and facts, education for how 

we create content, education for how we treat one another on an 

interpersonal level. 

 

Pain does not exist to exploit, and actions speak louder than words. Vague 

promises of “listening more” and snapshots of protest attendance do not 

equal actual change. To my fellow directors, engrain #BlackLivesMatter in 

every aspect of the execution of your creative vision. From cast to crew, to 

writers, to the story itself that you’re telling — ask yourself how you are 

centering the voices of marginalized, oppressed people whose stories have 

for too long been ignored or exploited. There have been some promising 

initiatives on this front in recent days, like the NAACP and CBS entering a 

deal to spend years creating diverse content. But one deal with one network 

is not enough. 

 

Change is possible through education at all levels — thoughtful storytelling, 

outreach and apprenticeship opportunities. The film and entertainment 

industry has always been a mirror of society and the human race at large, 

and it’s our responsibility to use this space to mirror back to society what 

needs to happen. The only way the human race will survive is to 

acknowledge our barbaric history, process it, and work towards healing by 

creating a system of being that is for the greater collective good, where 

everyone is entitled to basic dignity, respect and humanity. There are 

colossal issues that we as a species must face over the next decade if we 

want to extend our stay on this tiny rock hurtling through space, but we 

cannot solve them from a mindset tainted by the ugliness of bigotry 

towards the color of our skin, our gender, our sexual orientation, or our 

class standing. We must address this first. 

 

Let’s not tell stories that gloss over this reality or sugarcoat our art — let’s 

make the film industry a safe haven for these difficult conversations. We 

should not go back to “normal” — we should use this moment as an 

https://deadline.com/2020/07/naacp-cbs-television-studios-deal-diversity-inclusion-representation-1202985862/
https://deadline.com/2020/07/naacp-cbs-television-studios-deal-diversity-inclusion-representation-1202985862/


opportunity to walk through a door to the future, a future where Black 

stories matter, Black actors matter, Black industry professionals matter, 

and, unequivocally, Black Lives Matter. 


