






HOLLYWOOD, Sept. 19 - "The weeks.) Although minority actors $ West Wing," a new and highly antici- and writers said the reactions were, 
pated NBC dramatic series about the for the moment, positive, they still 

$+-%ite House, had a problem. The made it clear that suddenly hiring a 
(I) plot ep~sode was notable, and handful of hlack actors and writers 

strongly criticized, for the absence hardly changes the mind-set of net& '. 
of any minority characters in its work executives, producers and ad- - ensemble cast. What to do? \ "  vertisers. 

s "There was no argument that any- "people running television live on > one had about the criticism," said the streets of  lib,,, and mi- * Aaron Sorkin, creator and executive norities just don't exist in their 
3 producer of the one-hour series and world,- said J~~~~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ i ~ l ,  a for. 

the Of the hit "* mer New York stage actor who has 
Few Good Men." "Well, we haven't played Lieut, Arthur. Fancy since 
met the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs e'N.Y,P.D, Blue,, started in 1993 and 
bf Staff, who's an African-American is of a handful of black actors in 
Navy We haven't met the ? top role on a successful series. 
President's doctor, who's an African- Kweisi Mfume, president of the American Navy captain. We haven't 
met the President's body man, his , - 
close aide. There'll be black faces, 
Asian faces, Latin faces, men, wom- 
en all over the place. Are we a little 
late to the party? Yes we are." 

With the new television season 
starting, network executives and 
producers are responding in alarm 
to the strong criticisms from hlack 
and Latino groups about the absence 
of nonwhites in most of the network 
series. ("The West Wing" has added 
many minority characters in recent 
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,-National Association for the Ad- 

l and Latino and Asian-American 
'groups joined in the protests. Mr. 
i Mfume met too executives at CBS, 
j NBC, ABC and-Fox over the last six 
I weeks, and his organization bought 
! 100 shares in each of the comuanies 

hat own these networks "so we can 
o to board meetings and raise the 
ind of hell and the issues that we 
ink are necessary," Mr. Mfnme 
d. 
In some cases television execu- 

lves and producers seem to have 
responded to the protest with alarm 

..and embarrassment. 
"We're certainly glad that some of 

the networks have seen fit to add 
minorities to their programs," said 
John C. White, the N.A.A.C.P.'s direc- 

:tor of communications. "But we still 
:think it's even more important that 
:minorities are hired in decision-mak- 
:ing positions - and when we say 
-minorities we're not just talking Af- 
Irican-Americans. . ~ We think there's 
an insufficient number of Latinos, 
Asian-Americans and Native Ameri- . .~  
cans on television." 

' The evidence is clear that the pro- 
tests over the all-white new shows 
have stung executives and producers 
now that there is a rush to add 
minority roles. "There were hardly 
'any African-American roles in the 
pilot season and the shows that got 
'picked up," said Karen Goldberg, a 
,talent agent at the Don Buchwald 
.agency. "Now, suddenly, they're def- 
:h~?ely adding ethnic characters." 
' Ming-Na Wen, an Asian actress 
:Who appeared in the first season of 
NBC's hospital drama "E.R.," is 
retnrning in its sixth year as a medi- 
cal student, and a black woman has 
been added as a doctor. CBS's new 

comes a judge in Hartford, has 
added a black bailiff as a top role. 
Another CBS show, "Family Law," 
about a struggling Law firm, has add- 
ed black and Hispanic law-school 
trainees. The NBC comedy "Sudden- 
ly Susan" has added a black woman 
as an assistant to the actor Eric Idle, 
who plays the new boss of a men's 
magazine. 

The Dilot for the Kevin Williamson 

In Gianhattan after college, was re- 

Aaron Sorkin, creator of "The West Wine." a new dramatic series about the White House. The  show. whose 

more minorities on the schedule. And 
the N.A.A.C.P.'s efforts have had 
some impact on the process." 

Leslie Moonves, president and 
chief executive of CBS Television, 
observed: "This is something we're 
constantly conscious of. This is 
something that everyone recognizes 
in the industry." But CBS executives 
made it clear that some shows did 
not lend themselves to casting a mi- 
nority character in a top role, such as 
a new romantic comedy, "Love and 
Money," an upstairs-downstairs se- 
ries set in New York about a handy- 
man and a shy heiress. 

And Pat Fili-Krushel.  resident of 
the ABC Television nitlvork, said: 
"We have obviously realized that the 
casts of some of our shows were 
mainly white, and some of our addi- 
tional casting has been in response to 
that. We've reailzed we didn't have 
enough ethnic characters on the can- 
vas. We've realized we've got to look 
a little deener and a little further." 

Such comments hardly assuage 
the resentments and anger of actors 

mu!ticultural friends. Ms. Bowser 
said that WB was most enthusiastic 
about her show. "This is the network 
that will give it prohably the best 
chance to survive," she said. 

But Ms. Bowser said her previous 
experience with television had some- 
times been frustrating because exec- 
utives often wanted her to churn out 
stereotypical black women. "They 
wanted to make things more ethnic, 
they wanted to make women more 
sassy and in your face, less progres- 
sive and less upwardly mobile," she 
said. "They seemed comfortable 
wanting to recreate images that 

'The NeA.A.C.P.'s 
effods haue had 
some iagsad on the 

9 process, 
and creators, some members of 
mmorities and some not. 

Steve Harvey, whose program on 
the WB network. "The Steve Harvey -. 

pilot episode was criticized for the absence of minority roles, has recenn'y added many ethnic characters. Show," is the NO. 1 Show in ~ f r i c a n -  
American households, said the huge 

shot to incorporate a black charac- 
ter. The actor, Jeffrey Samms, who 
was scheduled to appear in later 
episodes, is now a significant figure 
on the show, playing an Assistant 
District Attorney in the middle of a 
divorce who has an affair with a 
Southern debutante who works for 
him. 

"4BC asked us. as a result of the 
controversy, to speed the story up," 
said Mr. Williamson, who wrote the 
screenplay for "Scream" and creat- 
ed the hit television show "Dawson's 
Creek." He added: "I said, 'Ahso- 
lutely, with pleasure.' The N.A.A.C.P. 
was very right. Now Jeffrey has a 
pivotal role on the show." 

Not only are these and other shows 
adding minority characters and 
quickly shifting plot lines, but net- 
works are also looking ahead to next 
vear, uartlv to avoid the Droblems of 
h i s  year. cast week CBS said it was 
developing a series about several 
generations of a Mexican-American 
family in New York with the Latino 
filmmaker Gregory Nava, who di- 
rected the film "Selena." 

At the same time ABC ordered the 
development of a one-hour series 
based on the black detective charac- 

o f  ethnic characters 
in seoeral new and 
familiar series, 

ter Easy Rawlins, created by the 
novelist Walter Mosley. Mr. Mosiey's 
novel "Devil in a Blue Dress" was 
adapted into a 1995 film in which 
Denzel Washington played the detec- 
tive. 

The new series is being created by 
David Mills, who has written for 
"N.Y.P.D. Blue" and "E.R.," and 
Thomas Carter, a director. Both men 
are black. 

"I'm mindful of the fact that the 
public complaints about the industry 
made this a good time to pitch such a 
project and contributed to the hospi- 
talitv with which it was received," 
m d  hlr .\lil:s, :I fur 111er \ ~ ' ~ ~ I I ~ I I ~ ~ ! I I I  
l o  r r  \'!t ;III knt.!v I: e ttmc 
! I  i t  I .  I hts is not tc. ilinltnlsn - 
the value of Walter Mosley's fran- 
chise and the great characters he 
created." 

The urgency with which the net- 
works are seeking to add minority 
characters was underlined by the 
fact that Marcia Shulman, senior 
vice president for talent and casting 
at 20th Century Fox Television, 
which produces 22 shows, more than 
any other company, flew to New 
York last week to.interview actors 
"of every etbnicity" for next year. 

Ms. Shulman said, "I'm anticipat- 
ing us putting together for next sea- 
son casts that are multiethnic and 
ensembles that feature the kind of 
diversity that we have in real life." 

Top network executives and mi- 
nority actors and writers seem unit- 
ed on one issue: that the failure to 
reach beyond all-white casts is not 
the result of overt racism hut more 
indifference and insensitivity on the 
part of networks. 

Several hit NBC comedies like 
"Friends" and "Will and Grace," 
which take place in New York, and 
"Frasier," which is set in Seattle, 
are especially noticeable for their 
lack of racially and ethnically di- 
verse characters, iust as "Seinfeld" 
and "Cheers" were. 

Scott Sassa, president of NBC, 
West Coast, s a ~ d :  "We want to have 

success of what he termed all-white 
shows like "Friends" had simply led 
advertisers and networks to follow 
suit. "They know thev can make 
money without black faces on televi- 
sion," he said. 

Similarly, Nancy Miller, executive 
producer 6f " ~ n y  Day Now," a high- 
ly acclaimed ii little-known series on 
Lifetime about the friendship be- 
tween a black woman and a white 
woman (Lorraine Toussaint and An- 
nie Potts) in Birmingham, Ala., said 
that the "incredible arroeance" of 
the networks in casting m&ly white 
faces would not soon fade. "It cracks 
me up that all these networks are 
scrambling to throw black and mi- 
nority faces on these shows," said 
Ms. Miller, who is white. "That's not 
how you do it. It's got to come from 
the creators and the writers. And 
they don't seem to want stories about 
anyone but white people. How dare 
they! How incredibly arrogant!" 

But Yvette Lee Bowser, who creat- 
ed Fox's "Living Single," a mostly 
black show, and is preparing a qua- 
si-biographical one-hour series for 
WB, was optimistic about the show, 
tentatively called "The Miseducation 
of Piper Fein." The series is about a 
biracial girl in Los Angeles and her 

they've seen before." 
Some of television's most success- 

ful writer-producers, like David E. 
Keliey ("The Practice," "Ally 
McBeal") and Steven Bochco 
("N.Y.P.D. Blue,"), have successful- 
ly used minority characters, and 
sometimes focused on story lines 
dealing with racial issues. Mr. Boch- 
co's newest series, "City of Angels," 
to be shown early next year on CBS, 
is populated almost entirely hy 
black, Hispanic and other minority 
actors, with only a handful of white 
faces. The show js set in an inner-city 
hospital in Los Angeles. 

Mr. Bochco discounted the notion 
that because of his success, he could 
write his own ticket while other writ- 
ers would meet resistance to a virtu- 
ally all-minority show. "I don't think 
there's a conscious prejudice on tele- 
vision, I don't think anyone can make 
that leap," Mr. Bochco said. "It's 
unthinking. It tends to he an unmind- 
ful reflection of self on the part of 
writers and developers and networks 
in eeneral." - 

AS to the current last-mmute spate 
of hlrmg of mlnorlty members, Mr. 
~ochcosa id  he disagreed withany- 
one who called the step cynical. "It 
doesn't matter to me if you hire as an 
afterthought," he said. "It doesn't 
matter if yon hire me for the wrong 
reasons. At least you've done it. 
You've hired me." 




