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Right Kind of Discomfort
c o n t i n u e d f r o m  p a g e  9

and  spo t-on , bu t h e r ow n b eh av ­
io r freq u en tly  verges in to  u n k in d ­
ness, in c lu d in g  to  the  w hite  b o y ­
frien d  w ho she keeps sec re t from  
h e r o th e rw ise  a ll-b lack  socia l set.

Sam  is running for leadership o f  
a residence hall w hose traditional 
status as all-black has been altered 
due to a change in university hous­
ing policy. This is a m atter o f  contro­
versy about w hich she disagrees 
w ith her opponent, her ex-boyfriend 
Troy, a clean-cut, athletic cam pus 
leader who is m uch easier for m ajor­
ity-culture sensibilities to  accept 
than Sam  is. Troy is dating Sofia, the 
daughter o f  the w hite university 
president, w ho in turn has edged 
out Troy's father, the dean o f stu­
dents, in m ost com petitions in their 
d e c a d e s - lo n g - r iv a l r y .  S o f ia 's  
brother, Kurt, is the ed itor o f  the 
college hum or m agazine and a defi­
antly  politically  incorrect p rovoca­
teur who reserves especially  ob­
noxious taunts for L ionel, a nerdy 
gay black student w ho doesn 't feel 
com fortable in  any com m unity and 
w hose rangy afro evokes fascina­
tion in his w hite peers and irritation 
in h is b lack ones. A lso in the m ix is 
C oco, a  calculating econom ics m a­
jo r  from  the South Side o f  C hicago 
eager to  distance herself from  her 
original nam e, Colandrea, and its 
a t te n d a n t  g h e tto  a s s o c ia tio n s . 
C oco seeks to forge a reality  televi­
sion career and a m ore assimilationist 
identity in direct contrast to  Sam.

All o f  this culm inates in a  black- 
ghetto-them ed party  in K urt's resi­
dence hall w here w hite students 
don black-face and polyester and 
gold chains and teeth and other

accoutrem ents o f  black culture as 
popularly depicted. (Sim ien cannily 
includes w ith the end credits news 
articles establishing that such par­
ties have sprung up on actual co l­
lege cam puses across the country.) 
H ow  the party cam e to be and how 
the black characters incite and re­
spond to its elem ents is w here all the 
disparate plot elem ents converge.

Everyone is angling. Sam  in­
du lges rom an tic  a tten tio n  from  
R eggie, a political ally w ho she ap­
parently  sees as a m ore suitable 
rom antic partner, though her heart 
d o e sn 't  seem  to  c o n cu r . T ro y  
sm okes w eed several tim es a day to 
sm ooth his struggle to  assem ble a 
persona pow erfu l-yet-non-threat- 
ening enough to please his father, 
his w hite girlfriend, and enough o f 
his peers to  fuel his political am bi­
tions. C oco chafes at the sense that, 
for b lack m en, she is destined to be 
only a w ay station to a w hite g irl­
friend. B right and observant Lionel 
struggles to find a vantage point 
from  w hich to express him self, but 
his experience m ostly buffets him  
betw een bullying and invisibility 
and exploitation.

Shifting betw een the half-dozen 
plot elem ents, the film 's tone often 
feels self-conscious. B ut ultim ately 
the com plexity  serves the film  well; 
S im ien is trying to get at them es we 
resist looking at, and m ultiple van­
tage points is a sm art w ay to back us 
into doing that. The film  is pitched 
at satire, and though the elem ents 
som etim es feel a  bit too carefully 
assem bled, they are m ore com plex 
than stereotypes. The film  captures 
the sense that, for A frican-A m eri­
cans w ith a shot at rising, forging an 
identity is uniquely complicated. Am

I black enough? Selling out? Selling 
short? H ow  hard should I w ork at 
being non-threatening to the people 
w ith the m eans to help me rise? 
W hat should my agenda be if  I suc­
ceed? W hat would success even 
look like? Is there any point to ask­
ing these questions at all? W ill I 
even have any say in the answ ers 
once I get there?

As a  person o f m ixed (European 
and M exican) heritage, I related to 
these struggles, both from  my own 
experience and from that o f my friends 
from  outside the dom inant legal 
culture trying to m ake it in the world 
o f  law. But I also related to the 
anxiety evident in the w hite charac­
ters. Even denial (also m uch in evi­
dence) appears at tim es to spring 
from a place o f anxiety. I'm one o f the 
good people, right? I get it, right?

"D ear W hite  P eople" doesn 't 
p resu m e to  answ er these  q u es­
tions. It is w isely  co n ten t to  pose 
and  p lay  w ith  them . In do ing  so, it 
has o ffered  up a co llection  o f  ch ar­
ac te rs  w ho, w ith  the ex cep tio n  o f 
K urt (undeniably a je rk ) and Lionel 
(the  m ost gu ile less), are  by turns 
u n likab le  and  w orthy  o f  co m p as­
sion . A nd  it has asp ired  to  m ore 
than  any  film  I can  th in k  of: a 
co n v ersa tio n  abou t p riv ileg e  and 
id en tity  and  race  th a t sits w ith  the 
q u estio n s  in s tead  o f  p re ten d in g  
tha t they  h av e  been  o r can  be 
eas ily  p u t to  rest, by  anyone.

Darleen Ortega is a judge on the 
Oregon Court o f Appeals and the 

first woman o f color to serve in that 
capacity. Her movie review column 
Opinionated Judge appears regu­
larly in The Portland Observer. You 
can fin d  her movie blog at 
opinionatedjudge. blogspot. com.
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REGION 2 WORKFORCE INVESTMENT BOARD 
FOR THE CITY OF PORTLAND, MULTNOMAH 

AND WASHINGTON COUNTIES 
MEETING SCHEDULE

MEETING TIME: 7:30 AM TO 9:30 AM
Worksystems, Inc.

1618 SW 1st Ave., Suite 450 
Portland, OR

January 9,2015 
April 10, 2015 
JulylO, 2015 

October 9,2015 

Annual Meeting
Meeting dates, time and locations are subject to change. 
For more inform ation, please visit our website: 
www.worksystem s.org or contact Jenny W eller at

(503) 478-7366 or jweller@worksystems.org

Auxilliary Aids are available upon a 
48 hour advance request.

BOWEJVEL

Terry Family
F uneral

H om e

2337 N. Williams Ave, 
Portland, Or 97227

503-249-1788

Classic Cuts 
&

Lawn Care Maintenance
...........................« biiii ni i  "t b*.i r  iTb . i T»

Mowing, Edging & Trimming • Pruning, Tilling, & Gardening 
Clean-Up & Hauling • Leaf & Debris Removal • Composting 
Yard Maintenance • Bark Dusting • Power-Washing • &More! 

Commercial & Residential Services

For free estimates call Owner James Wimbish at:
503-890-4826

“Your satisfaction is my guarantee”
B o wei vel @ Comcast, net

We make the service personal.
You make the tribute personal.

Every time we arrange a personalized funeral service, we take special pride going 
the extra mile. W ith ou r online M emorial Obituary, now we can do even more. 
Friends and family can find out service information, view photos, read obituary,

order flowers and leave personal messages of condolences from anywhere, anytime.
Simply go to our website.

www.terryfamilyfuneralhome.com
"Dedicated to providing excellent service 

and superior care o f  your loved one ”

I

Dwight A. Terry 
Oregon License CO-3644 

Amy S. Terry
Oregon License FS-0395

Jacks & Jills 
Social Club

YOU are invited to: Our
Masquerade Ball!

Sat. Nov. 29th, 2014 
Time: 9pm -2am

Billy Webb Elks Lodge
6 N. Tillamook 

Portland, Or. 97227 
$20.00 / Person

Ad\ ertise with diversity in Thv Portland IObserver 
Call 5O3-288-OOB3 ads^’portlandohse rver.com

http://www.worksystems.org
mailto:jweller@worksystems.org
http://www.terryfamilyfuneralhome.com
rver.com

