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Introduction

Hollywood does more than entertain. Film and television help audiences imagine who belongs, who
leads, who is dangerous, who is desirable, and whose experience counts as ordinary. Michael Omi’s
essay “In Living Color: Race and American Culture” remains important because it explains that racism
in popular culture is often communicated indirectly through familiar jokes, accents, character types,
and institutional patterns. A stereotype need not contain an explicit declaration of racial superiority to
reproduce inequality. (Omi, 1989)

The original analysis correctly identified dehumanizing caricatures and exclusion from positions of
authority. It also relied on broad statements that treated racial groups as if every portrayal followed
one fixed formula. A stronger analysis distinguishes stereotype from any depiction of difference,
examines production as well as images, recognizes changes in the industry, and evaluates
representation through intersectionality. Hollywood has produced more diverse stories and
performers, yet current research continues to find unequal access and recurring patterns of
marginalization.

Omi’s Theory of Racial Formation

Omi, writing with Howard Winant, developed racial formation theory to explain race as a social and
historical process rather than a fixed biological fact. Racial categories are created, interpreted,
challenged, and reorganized through institutions and everyday practices. Media participates in this
process by attaching meanings to bodies, accents, neighborhoods, clothing, names, and behavior.
(Omi, n.d.)

A “racial project” connects a representation of race with the distribution of resources or power. A film
that repeatedly depicts one group as criminal is not only presenting an image; it may influence public
expectations about policing, employment, and danger. A studio system that excludes people of color
from writing and directing also distributes the authority to define groups unequally.

Representation therefore has two dimensions. The first is symbolic: what appears on screen and how.
The second is structural: who controls production, financing, casting, editing, marketing, and awards.
Increased visibility without decision-making power can leave the deeper system unchanged.
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Explicit and Implicit Stereotyping

Explicit racism appears through direct slurs, ridicule, segregation, or claims that a group is inferior.
Implicit stereotyping works through assumptions that may seem normal because they have been
repeated for decades. A character’s accent may be treated as a joke; a Black man may be presumed
threatening; an Asian character may be reduced to academic achievement; a Latina woman may be
framed mainly through sexuality; an Indigenous person may exist only in the past.

Not every accent or culturally specific character is a stereotype. Difference becomes stereotypical
when individuality is replaced by a simplified expectation, when the same traits are repeatedly
assigned to a group, or when a portrayal supports unequal power. Context matters. A comedic
character created with cultural knowledge and complexity differs from a caricature whose only
purpose is to invite laughter at a group.

Humor is particularly powerful because criticism can be dismissed with the claim that an audience
should “take a joke.” Comedy can challenge racism by exposing its absurdity, but it can also provide
social permission to repeat degrading images. The target of the joke, the perspective of the scene,
and the character’s depth help determine which function it performs.

Historical Stereotypes in American Film

Early American cinema drew from minstrel traditions, colonial imagery, and immigration fears.
Blackface performance exaggerated features and speech while excluding Black performers from
control over representation. The “mammy,” “servant,” “savage,” “criminal,” and hypersexual
stereotypes assigned narrow social positions to Black characters. The 1915 film The Birth of a Nation
gave racist mythology enormous cinematic influence and helped present white supremacist violence
as heroic.

nou n ou

Asian and Asian American characters were represented through the “yellow peril,” the submissive
woman, the mysterious foreigner, or the comic accent. Laws and industry practices limited
opportunities, and white actors were often cast in “yellowface.” Latino characters were frequently
represented as bandits, laborers, passionate lovers, or criminals, while Indigenous peoples were
reduced to obstacles in western expansion or romantic symbols of disappearance.

These images did not simply reflect prejudice. Repetition made unequal social arrangements appear
natural. When audiences rarely encountered counternarratives, the stereotype could become a
substitute for knowledge.
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Contemporary Stereotypes and Their Adaptation

Modern Hollywood rarely uses some older caricatures without criticism, but stereotypes adapt.
“Colorblind” casting may increase visibility while ignoring how race shapes a character’s life. Token
characters may be present but given little dialogue, no interior development, or a sacrificial role that
advances a white protagonist.

The “model minority” stereotype presents Asian Americans as uniformly successful, disciplined, and
technically skilled. Although it sounds positive, it erases poverty and diversity, creates pressure, and
is sometimes used to dismiss discrimination against other groups. Black characters may be allowed
authority only when portrayed as exceptionally respectable or may remain overassociated with crime
and trauma. Middle Eastern and Muslim characters have often been linked to terrorism or geopolitical
threat. Latino characters may remain underrepresented despite the size and diversity of the
population.

Stereotypes also intersect with gender. Women of color may face sexualization, invisibility,
expectations of service, or narratives of suffering. Men of color may be denied vulnerability and
represented as physically threatening. LGBTQ characters of color and disabled people of color often
encounter multiple layers of exclusion.

Behind the Camera

On-screen diversity is influenced by who makes decisions. Writers determine motivation and dialogue;
directors control performance and visual framing; editors decide which reactions remain; executives
select projects and budgets. If decision-making groups are socially narrow, they may rely on familiar
assumptions even without conscious hostility.

Representation behind the camera also affects which stories are considered universal. Films centered
on white characters have often been marketed as ordinary human stories, while films about people of
color are treated as specialized or risky. This double standard shapes financing and distribution.

Hiring one consultant late in production cannot replace meaningful participation throughout
development. Cultural expertise should not be expected to make every member of a group agree, but
it can identify avoidable errors, historical distortions, and language that an isolated production team
might miss.

Evidence of Progress

Hollywood has changed through activism, demographic change, global audiences, independent
production, streaming platforms, and the success of films with diverse casts. More performers of color
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occupy leading roles, and audiences have supported stories centered on communities previously
treated as marginal. Films such as Black Panther, Crazy Rich Asians, Roma, Minari, and Everything
Everywhere All at Once challenged assumptions about what could attract large or prestigious
audiences.

Progress should be acknowledged because an analysis that claims nothing has changed becomes
historically inaccurate and can obscure the work of artists who transformed the industry. It also
matters that representation is not automatically good because a cast is diverse. A film can feature
people of color while reproducing stereotypes, or it can offer complex representation within a
commercially limited release.

Current Industry Evidence

UCLA's Hollywood Diversity Report has tracked representation and the relationship between diversity
and audience performance for years. Its recent reports show fluctuations rather than a steady march
toward equality. People of color have made gains in some acting categories while remaining
underrepresented in key decision-making roles. The reports also repeatedly find that audiences
themselves are diverse and that inclusive films can perform strongly. (“UCLA Entertainment and
Media”, 2026)

These findings challenge the claim that exclusion is simply a response to audience preference.
Industry gatekeepers decide which projects receive wide releases and marketing. Performance is then
used to justify those prior decisions. A poorly marketed film cannot fairly test the audience for an
entire community.

Statistics require care. Population proportionality is one measure but not the only one. A group may
reach numerical representation while being confined to limited genres or roles. Aggregate categories
such as “people of color” can hide very low representation for particular populations. Quality,
centrality, and creative authority matter alongside counts.

Racial Stereotypes as a Business and Ethical Issue

Representation has commercial consequences because audiences choose where to spend attention
and money. It also has ethical consequences that cannot be reduced to box-office performance. A
profitable stereotype can still be degrading. Companies have responsibilities to avoid foreseeable
harm, provide fair employment access, and represent communities with reasonable care.

For broader context, see Racial Stereotypes in Contemporary Media Analysis.

At the same time, ethical representation does not require that every character from a marginalized
group be admirable. Equality includes the ability to portray flawed, comic, selfish, ordinary, or
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villainous individuals. The problem arises when a group has so few representations that one character
carries the burden of defining everyone, or when negative traits are repeatedly linked to racial
identity.

Audience Interpretation and Media Literacy

Audiences are not passive. Viewers can reject, reinterpret, parody, or discuss stereotypes.
Communities have used media criticism, social platforms, festivals, and independent production to
challenge studio narratives. Yet active interpretation does not eliminate institutional influence.
Repeated images still shape the pool of associations available to viewers.

Media literacy should ask who created the work, whose point of view organizes the story, which
characters possess interior lives, and which assumptions are treated as obvious. Viewers can compare
genres and historical periods, examine what is absent, and distinguish a culturally specific portrayal
from a reduction.

Schools should teach these skills without suggesting that students from marginalized groups must
explain racism personally. The work of analysis belongs to the whole class, and discussion should be
grounded in evidence rather than demands for personal disclosure.

Improving Representation

Studios can widen recruitment and promotion pipelines, publish transparent workforce data, invest in
writers and directors from underrepresented groups, and ensure that inclusion extends to budgets
and marketing. Casting should be accompanied by character depth and creative authority. Long-term
relationships are more effective than symbolic initiatives announced after controversy.

Writers can examine whether a character exists only to support another person’s development,
whether accent functions as a punch line, and whether criminality or sexuality is disproportionately
assigned by race. Producers can test scripts with knowledgeable readers while recognizing internal
diversity. Critics and awards institutions can evaluate whose work receives sustained attention.

No procedure can guarantee perfect representation. Cultural meaning changes, and disagreement
within communities is normal. The goal is accountable practice: listen to criticism, correct factual
errors, expand opportunity, and avoid defending harmful repetition as tradition.

Conclusion

Michael Omi’s analysis remains useful because racial meaning in popular culture is often produced
through indirect and institutional processes. Hollywood stereotypes do not require openly racist
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dialogue. They can appear through repeated accents, narrow roles, unequal speaking time, tokenism,
and exclusion from creative control.

Contemporary film demonstrates both progress and persistence. More complex stories and successful
diverse casts challenge old assumptions, while current industry research shows continuing
inequalities and uneven access to decision-making. Responsible analysis should avoid claiming that
every portrayal of difference is discriminatory or that every minority character must be positive. It
should ask whether people are represented as varied human beings and whether communities have a
fair opportunity to tell, finance, and distribute their own stories.
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