Independent filmmaker accuses Malia Obama and Nike ad of plagiarising Sundance short film
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An independent filmmaker has made allegations that a recent Nike advertisement directed by Malia Obama bears a striking resemblance to her short film, "Grace," which premiered at the Sundance Film Festival in 2024. Natalie Jasmine Harris, the filmmaker in question, has shared her concerns, emphasising the similar imagery depicted in both works. The Nike ad, which features WNBA star A'ja Wilson, showcases scenes of young Black girls engaging in a game of pat-a-cake, echoing visuals from Harris's film that explore themes of childhood and identity.
Natalie expressed her feelings of disappointment and frustration through social media, claiming the similarities between her film and the commercial extend beyond thematic elements to include specific cinematographic techniques. She wrote, “Been sitting with this for a while. My Sundance short film Grace was made with deep love and care.” In her statement, she articulated the emotional toll such incidents take on independent artists, particularly in an industry often dominated by established names. 
Responses to Natalie’s claims have varied widely on social media. Some commenters defended Malia, suggesting that the representation of Black girls playing pat-a-cake is not unique to Harris's work. One user remarked, “Not a copy,” while others acknowledged her plight, suggesting that the similarities were indeed significant enough to warrant further action. One supporter stated, “You definitely need to sue; this is blatant plagiarism.”
In a recent essay published in Business Insider, Natalie delved deeper into her experiences, sharing how encountering Malia's ad initially left her feeling "confused" and "hurt." She commented that the visual similarities, including the composition, camera angles, and colour palette, were striking enough to provoke her anguish. While acknowledging that the game pat-a-cake is not unique, she argued that the cinematic style employed in both projects suggests a lack of originality in the Nike ad.
The implications of this situation transcend personal grievance, highlighting a pervasive issue in the entertainment industry: the overshadowing of independent voices by major brands in search of recognisable figures. Natalie’s film, "Grace," is rooted in an intimate narrative about a young Black girl reconciling her self-identity with societal expectations, underscoring the importance of diverse storytelling. The contrast between her poignant approach and the commercial ambitions of a global corporation like Nike illuminates the broader challenges faced by emerging filmmakers.
Malia Obama, whose background includes a degree from Harvard and a reputation garnered during her time as First Daughter, has already demonstrated her artistic capabilities. However, the growing scrutiny over her directorial choices raises questions about the responsibilities of those in positions of privilege when engaging with the works of lesser-known artists. 
As this debate unfolds, it serves as a crucial reminder of the importance of recognising and supporting independent creators who often struggle for equity and acknowledgment in a landscape that heavily favours established brands and personalities. The responses to this incident, spanning from support to dismissal, reflect a broader dialogue about originality, ethics, and the complexities of artistic expression within the commercial realm.
Currently, neither Malia Obama nor Nike has publicly commented on the allegations, leaving the discourse open and the questions surrounding originality and appropriation lingering. 
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