
Grounded  
in Gratitude
and Joy

A WORD

When director Ava DuVernay isn’t filming 
and championing women’s stories or 
advocating for justice and basic human 
decency, the two-time Emmy Award 
winner tunes in to a consciousness of 
thankfulness to reset mind, body and spirit  
BY CORI MURRAY

I n the past year, Ava DuVernay has witnessed 
groundbreaking shifts in the film industry and in 
her own career. Here she reflects on the difference 

between diversity and belonging—and gives us a sneak 
peek at her next big project, The Central Park Five. 
 
On rethinking inclusion in Hollywood: We hear a lot 
about diversity right now. I’m not a fan of the word. It 
feels medicinal and no longer holds emotional resonance. 
This is a very emotional issue. So we must watch our 
words and make sure our vocabulary around these issues 
is propulsive and active. Inclusion is a key word in the 
conversation. But to me, an even better term is belonging. 
There’s a belonging problem in Hollywood. Who dictates who belongs? More often 
than not, the very people who decide that all look the same. The majority of what 
audiences watch in movie theaters is through the lens of White male directors, 
producers and writers. Studios won’t change it, so the audience has to change it. 
It’s the audience that said, “Black Panther looks good to us; we’re going to support 
that.” It’s audiences that said, “A Wrinkle in Time is worth our time” and sent the 
film to the record books as the first film directed by a Black woman to cross $100 

million at the domestic box office. I can’t tell you how much Hollywood types talk 
about the audience, on set, in meetings, everywhere. So it’s really up to the 
audience to revolt in order to make change.

On The Central Park Five, her new project with Netflix: My goal with The Central 
Park Five is to give voice and presence to folks who have been rendered silent and 
invisible by the criminal justice system, which is inherently unjust. During the 
original Central Park jogger case and trials nearly 30 years ago, the five boys [who 
were falsely accused and convicted of rape] had their voices distorted, their 

Last year Ava DuVernay took  
home the 29th annual  
Producers Guild Visionary 
Award for her work highlighting 
social issues through inspired 
storytelling and performance. 
(Inset) DuVernay on The  
Central Park Five set.

        Inclusion is a key word in the 
conversation. But to me, an even better 
term is belonging. There’s a belonging 
problem in Hollywood.

actions contorted, and they were 
relegated to a fate determined for them 
by opponents who fabricated their own 
truth. Now that the guys have been 
exonerated and are free, the whole 
story will be heard and seen. 

On maintaining a sense of joy and 
peace: I recognize that an equal part 
of the fight for change in our society 
is keeping ourselves strong and joyous 
and sane in an insane world. I spend 
time with family and friends. I read 
a lot. I do Pilates and hike the trails 
around Los Angeles. But the biggest 
thing I do is pray all day. I say prayers 
of gratitude all day. Each day I count 
the joys. Of the sun coming through 
the window just right or the sound of 
my mother’s voice on the phone or an 
idea that comes to me in the editing 
room or the collaboration with a cast 
or crew member. I’m grateful for it all. 
Gratitude is like fuel for the spirit. And I 
make sure I never run on empty. 
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