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“We definitely are going to make billions, but we want to do it in a smart and thoughtful way”: Macro, amplifying marginalised voices, and the barriers of Hollywood’s industry logics
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My paper today explores Macro, a production and talent management company, that was established in 2015 by Charles D. King, a producer and former talent agent who rose through the William Morris talent agency’s ranks to become its first ever African American partner. 
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The paper explores especially how King and Macro have cultivated branded reputations for elevating the voices and visions of people of colour in front of and behind the screen and for catering to under-served audiences of colour by producing content with more diverse stories. Using a combination of quantitative and qualitative research methods involving the analysis of promotional discourse and distribution figures, the paper explores, on one hand, how Macro may depart from certain racist Hollywood industry logics and, on the other, scrutinises an entrepreneurial discourse surrounding King and Macro that positions them as disruptors bringing about real change.
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When Charles D. King and his wife, Stacey King, launched Macro in 2015, Charles King announced that Macro would focus on developing brands and producing projects with authentic stories about people of colour for ‘multicultural audiences’. Macro has subsequently produced documentaries such as Dear Mama, television series such as Raising Dion and Gentefied, and feature films such as Fences, Mudbound and They Cloned Tyrone, all centring around people of colour. Macro also expanded into talent management in 2019 by launching Macro Management, which was rebranded as M88 in 2020 when King’s former William Morris Endeavor colleague and partner Philip Sun joined the company. After the rebrand, the company announced some headline client signings that included Michael B. Jordan, Donald Glover, and Ryan Coogler, and these have since been joined by Tina Mabry, Issa López, and others.
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Since establishing Macro, King has taken on the role of being the company’s figurehead and the face of its brand. King and Macro regularly invoke his agenting work to legitimate the company’s mission and its credentials for spotting talent and mobilising brands in the screen entertainment marketplace. Of Macro’s mission to create content with more diverse talent King stated, ‘I’ve been sitting in these [Hollywood] rooms for the last 15 years. The studios aren’t focused on it; the packagers aren’t focused on it … There’s a huge void and a huge opportunity’. Hence, when King and Sun launched M88, they declared that representing talent would ‘amplify the voices of artists and creators from the global new majority’. Indeed, King bristles at the description of people of colour as minorities, stating, for instance, ‘that's a term that doesn’t even come out of my mouth. Our industry is global, our business is global, our thought process is global. That's why I even called my company MACRO. There are others who thought it was small and niche — micro — but we think macro, the big picture. We think global’. King’s comments capture how the former talent agent frames Macro’s mission as socially and culturally beneficial and as a tremendous business opportunity. Thus, King states, ‘We definitely are going to make billions, but we want to do it in a smart and thoughtful way as we elevate communities while also doing good business’.
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In these terms, Macro is part of the commercial Hollywood system but appears to break from its racist industry logics in 4 main ways.
Tab
First, Macro appears to break from the logic that films and television series with authentic stories about people of colour won’t perform well in the mainstream marketplace because they can’t appeal to an imagined White middle-America and, even more acutely, because they lack a universal quality to make them appeal to international audiences. As scholars such as Monica White Ndounou and Timothy Havens have explored, White culture has historically been seen as universal and therefore suitable for being circulated globally, while the culture of people of colour is regarded as particular and its global circulation restricted. This all has the circular effect of limiting the finance that is made available for films and television series with people of colour who then receive disproportionately fewer opportunities and lower pay than their White counterparts.
Tab
Second, Macro breaks from tendencies for talent representation firms that specialise in representing people of colour to be conceptualised as boutique and less prestigious than the major agencies. As Nancy Wang Yeun states, ‘When actors of color are denied access or are not prioritized by talent agents, their prospects are limited. The barriers get worse as the talent agencies grow in prestige. The top agencies (CAA, WME, and UTA) are the worst offenders in underrepresenting clients of color’ (2018, p.42). King’s William Morris experience and global ambitions, thus position Macro as big and prestigious rather than boutique and small. 
Tab
Third, in a contemporary Hollywood industry where the number of talent agents and managers of colour remain disproportionately low, Macro breaks from conceptualisations that the ideal talent intermediary is White. In his study of Black civil rights attorneys, Kenneth W. Mack found that Black communities often rejected Black attorneys because they thought that to succeed in a White-dominated system it was necessary to align themselves with someone White. These sentiments are sometimes echoed in the present day and create problems for agents of colour who end up being caught between appealing to the needs of the White dominated system and those of their own racial group. Agents and managers of colour are required to appear exceptional, representing the highest aspirations and greatest potential of their social group, and authentic, someone as much like the masses of their social group as possible.
Tab
Fourth, Macro appears to break from ‘Hollywood’s plantation scheme’, which Ndounou describes as an ideology and pattern of production inherited from plantation arrangements where Whites, including slave owners, used Black bodies for White entertainment. ‘The lack of evolved representations of African Americans as individuals with emancipated consciousness, especially in their interactions with Whites, in theater and film’, Ndounou argues, ‘is symptomatic of the broader issue of plantation politics plaguing the development of African American characters and films past and present’. With teams composed mostly of people of colour and many women, Macro helps to address a deficit in the number of talent intermediaries of colour within Hollywood’s upper-echelons that may enhance the authenticity of stories told by creators of colour and the visibility of people of colour on screen.
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Yet while Macro’s and King’s missions appear highly commendable, their rhetoric and efforts to use King’s agenting work to legitimise the company’s mission is often problematic. For instance, King cultivates a ‘great leader’ branded reputation and entrepreneurial discourse that circulates prominently around industry senior executives. Promotional and critical narratives that chart King’s rise from the William Morris mailroom to agency partner and Macro CEO position him as a visionary fulfilling his master plan. In interviews, King often recalls how he envisaged becoming the head of a diversified media company 15 years earlier when he graduated from Howard Law. In an interview with Complex magazine, King also recalled how, at William Morris, he had to work harder than his White counterparts, and began signing clients and building relationships with the agency executives even during his time working in the mailroom. King describes how he crafted proposals about the shifting demographics in the country and the impact of urban culture on popular youth culture, proposals that he says the agency executives understood. King reiterates these sentiments elsewhere when he states:
The leaders at the top of William Morris and, frankly, the senior chairman level of a lot of the studios that I would interface with, they would usually get it … A lot of times, you find it’s the people in the middle that are less visionary. Of course, there were moments where I would be discussing things or bringing up concepts and meetings and literally got laughed at. And then a few years later, I was running the meetings because I was generating ten times more revenue than they were.
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While comments like these highlight the barriers and discrimination that many Black people experience in their working lives, King often ends up presenting commercial success and entrepreneurialism as tonics to inequality. Doing so contributes to neoliberal myths about meritocracy in the industry and these ideas become particularly problematic when understood within a context where the ‘great leader’ discourse circulates disproportionately around White men and where Black socioeconomic inequalities are sometimes regarded as a failure of Black people to work as hard as their White or Asian counterparts. Although King may also be reluctant to criticise powerful media industry figures with whom he has exerted significant time and energy building relationships, his rhetoric is problematic as he ends up denigrating most company employees and middle-management. The ‘great leader’ discourse surrounding narratives of racial progress is also problematic when, as Catherine R. Squires explains, it underrepresents the contributions of more anonymous activists, including a disproportionate number of women, and suggests that equality agendas fail if he falls. 
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While King’s recollection indicates how he strategically navigated William Morris’ corporate culture, his comment about being understood by William Morris’s executives might be interpreted in reverse to mean that he understood what they wanted. Indeed, talent agencies create institutional cultures that function to socialise their agents and King’s training and early agenting was occurring at a time when multiculturalism and diversity had already begun to be reconceptualized within Hollywood as valuable marketing angles. Given that King defined urban culture as part of a market trend beginning to have mass appeal, it is hardly surprising that his memos would be well received by agency CEOs seeking greater revenues through expansion into new markets. Rather than being a disruptive figure, this indicates that King may have adhered to Hollywood executives’ narrow conceptions of Blackness. King negotiated deals for features such as Barbershop and Hustle & Flow, for instance, that would broadly fit into the hip-hop gangsta cycle after the cycle had already peaked in the 1990s. Moreover, while some scholars have noted that films from this cycle helped Black talent to secure jobs, they also point out that Hollywood executives targeting young Black and White male audiences privileged them at the expense of more diverse representations of Blackness.
Slide 9
Portrayals of King and Macro as disruptors are also contentious when considering the distribution of Macro’s productions. Indeed, Macro remains highly reliant on the major studios and streaming services to get its productions in front of audiences, and this dependency is symptomatic of the increasing vertical integration in the screen media industries that has been allowed to occur under neoliberal governments since the 1980s. Of Macro’s 16 feature films, Netflix, whose Chief Content Officer, Ted Sarandos, sits on Macro’s advisory board, acquired the exclusive rights to 5, namely Mudbound, Tigertail, Really Love, Frybread Face and Me, and They Cloned Tyrone. Meanwhile, Fences, Roman J. Israel, Esq, Just Mercy, Nine Days, Judas and the Black Messiah and Blue Bayou, were given domestic theatrical releases by major studios, Sony, Paramount, and Warner Bros., or their specialty divisions, Sony Pictures Classics and Universal’s Focus Features. Of Macro’s 5 other features, Sorry to Bother You was released by Annapurna Pictures, which is one of the leading distributors of specialty productions, and The Land and Farewell Amor were given very limited theatrical releases by IFC Films, which is a division of AMC Networks, while Blast Beat and Young. Wild. Free have not been distributed. Meanwhile, Macro’s 2 fiction television series, Gentefied and Raising Dion, were both acquired and released by Netflix, and, in 2022, Macro signed a first-look agreement for the distribution of its feature films with Amazon. 
Significantly, Judas and the Black Messiah was released simultaneously by WarnerMedia on HBO Max and in cinemas during the Covid-19 lockdowns, taking only just over 7.5 million dollars globally at the theatrical box-office, which is probably well below what the film would have taken from a traditional theatrical release during more normal times. Meanwhile, Farewell Amor made less than five-thousand dollars at the domestic box-office before it was released in Africa by Netflix and most other territories internationally by MUBI. Given that streaming services including Netflix do not usually release their viewing figures, and with 2 of Macro’s features not receiving distribution at all, the data on the global performance of Macro’s features is limited. Out of the 16, there are just 6 with international and domestic box-office data to make comparisons in light of Macro’s claims to be a global business. The disparities between these films’ domestic and international box-office takings are, however, stark.
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Fences, which stars major Hollywood figures, Denzel Washington and Viola Davis, took 57.7 million US dollars domestically (89% of its takings) compared to 6.7 million internationally (11%); Roman J. Israel, Esq., which also starred Washington, took 12 million domestically (92%) compared to 1.1 million internationally (8%); Boots Riley’s absurdist comedy and feature directorial debut, Sorry to Bother, took 17.5 million domestically (96%) compared to 700 thousand internationally (4%); Just Mercy, which starred Michael B. Jordan, Jamie Foxx and Brie Larson and draws on prison drama conventions familiar from films such as The Green Mile and The Shawshank Redemption took 36 million domestically (71%) and 15 million internationally (29%); while the much lower budgeted Nine Days took seven-hundred-thousand domestically (72%) compared to three-hundred-thousand internationally (28%); and Blue Bayou took eight-hundred-thousand domestically (86%) and one-hundred-and-thirty-thousand internationally (14%). In total, these 6 Macro productions took 130 million domestically compared to just 25.5 million internationally, which represents an 84% to 16% split, and the split becomes even more pronounced, 91% versus 9%, if we remove the high-earning outlier, Just Mercy.
Tab
Notably, the figures are even more stark in the case of Harriet, a feature about Harriet Tubman’s real-life escape from slavery that King executive produced but on which Macro was not credited, which took 43 million domestically compared to 260 thousand internationally in what represents an astonishing 99.4 to 0.6% split. Macro’s films were also released unevenly internationally, with Western Europe, Australia and New Zealand usually accounting for most of the takings outside North America. 
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A comparison between these 6 features and films with similar budgets, also highlights the discrepancies between most White cast films and Macro’s Black cast films at the international box-office. To take just one example, Fences, we can see that its international takings as a percentage of its worldwide gross is significantly below most of the other films on the list with budgets of between 20 and 30million, which have much more even splits between their domestic and international grosses. This is because Fences’ international distribution was limited compared to most other films on the list despite it making a very healthy 2.4 times its budget at the domestic box-office whereas, for example, The Founder made only half its budget back at the domestic box-office but was released in 3 times the number of territories internationally that Fences was and overwhelmingly in more theatres per territory. As we can also see, the only 2 features on this list that took less than Fences at the international box-office as a percentage of their worldwide grosses are Barbershop: The Next Cut and Boo! A Madea Halloween, which are also features with Black casts about Black people, thereby reminding us that the colour-coded barriers that restrict the international distribution of Black cast films is not unique to Macro.
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Whether or not streaming provides Macro with more opportunities to reach a global audience is difficult to determine given streaming services’ reluctance to release data on viewing figures. The promotional rhetoric leads us to believe that streaming will be beneficial, with King announcing Amazon’s first-look deal with Macro as being a way for sharing the company’s on-going mission with a global audience and describing Amazon as having the same ‘long-horizon strategic [way of] thinking’ that Macro does. Yet several studies have shown that American-based streaming services’ global infrastructures are often spread unevenly, that their cost and reliance on high-speed broadband often makes them prohibitive to poorer consumers, especially in the global south, and that niche content often gets buried under the most mainstream features and series. 
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To conclude, then, promotional and critical discourse has positioned King and Macro as disruptors and global businesses appealing to global audiences in global markets. This discourse can be positive in the sense that it sometimes sheds light on the discrimination that people of colour face in Hollywood and advocates for more diverse productions by framing diversity as advantageous culturally and economically. Yet the rhetoric of disruption surrounding King and Macro is also problematic as it is sometimes built on shaky narratives about his past achievements and successful navigation of White corporate environments, while the ‘great leader’ entrepreneurial discourse reinforces neoliberal ideas about meritocracy in the industry that potentially preserves unequal labour relations between most White men and people of colour and women. As the distribution data also shows, Macro has struggled to overcome Hollywood’s color-coded logics that sees studio executives consistently limiting the distribution of Black cast films internationally. The point here is not to call out King for being some kind of hypocrite, but rather to highlight the limitations of what an independent talent management and production company can achieve in a highly consolidated industry, and to highlight how the rhetoric of disruption surrounding apparently ‘great leaders’ and their companies can obscure the industrial realities and the continuation of Hollywood’s racist logics. Thank you.
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