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Introduction

Hollywood helps audiences imagine who belongs, who leads, who is dangerous, who is desirable, and
whose experience is treated as ordinary. Racial representation therefore matters not only because
particular characters may be offensive or respectful, but because repeated patterns can attach social
meanings to race over time. Michael Omi’s work on race and American culture is useful here because
it explains racial meaning as historically produced rather than biologically fixed. Film and television
participate in this process through casting, dialogue, genre conventions, camera framing, character
development, and the distribution of authority behind the camera. Stereotyping occurs when complex
individuals are repeatedly reduced to a limited set of racialized expectations, not whenever a work
depicts cultural difference. This distinction is important because ethical representation should not
require every minority character to be admirable or culturally neutral. The stronger question is
whether characters from different racial groups are allowed comparable complexity, agency,
vulnerability, and narrative importance, and whether creators from underrepresented communities
have meaningful opportunities to shape the stories audiences receive.

Racial Formation and the Cultural Work of
Stereotypes

Racial formation theory treats race as a social and historical process through which institutions and
everyday practices assign meaning to ancestry, appearance, language, neighborhood, and culture.
Media participates by repeating or challenging associations that already circulate in society. A
stereotype may depict Black men primarily through criminality or physical threat, Asian Americans
through academic achievement and technical competence, Latino characters through criminality or
sexuality, or Indigenous people as figures belonging only to the past. These images do not need to
contain explicit declarations of racial superiority to reproduce inequality. Their power often comes
from familiarity: the audience recognizes the character type before learning anything about the
individual. Repetition can make a historically produced association appear natural, especially when
few counternarratives exist. At the same time, culturally specific characterization is not inherently
stereotypical. Difference becomes reductive when individuality is replaced by a fixed expectation,
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when one group is repeatedly confined to a narrow set of roles, or when the story grants some
characters full interior lives while using others mainly as symbols, jokes, threats, or helpers.

Historical Hollywood Conventions and Their Legacy

Early American cinema inherited racial imagery from minstrelsy, colonial ideology, immigration panic,
and western expansion. Blackface performance caricatured Black speech and appearance while
excluding Black performers from control over representation. Black characters were repeatedly
confined to servant, criminal, comic, hypersexual, or supposedly primitive roles, while films such as
The Birth of a Nation gave white-supremacist mythology enormous cinematic reach. Asian and Asian
American characters were often represented through “yellow peril,” exotic mystery, submissive
femininity, or comic accents, frequently with white actors performing in yellowface. Latino characters
were commonly cast as bandits, laborers, dangerous lovers, or criminals, while Indigenous peoples
were reduced to obstacles to settlement or romantic symbols of disappearance. These portrayals did
more than reflect prejudice already present in society. They helped establish a visual vocabulary
through which racial hierarchy could be presented as common sense. Contemporary representation
has changed substantially, but historical conventions still matter because later filmmakers inherit
genres, audience expectations, casting traditions, and narrative shortcuts shaped by this longer
cultural history.

Contemporary Adaptation, Tokenism, and
Intersectionality

Contemporary Hollywood rarely reproduces some older caricatures without criticism, yet stereotypes
can adapt into subtler forms. A cast may appear diverse while minority characters receive little
dialogue, no meaningful relationships, or roles that exist mainly to advance a white protagonist.
Tokenism creates the appearance of inclusion without distributing narrative depth or decision-making
power. The “model minority” image may praise Asian American characters as disciplined or
technically gifted while erasing poverty, migration history, personality differences, and emotional
complexity. Black characters may still be disproportionately associated with crime, trauma,
exceptional athleticism, or an expectation of endless resilience, while Middle Eastern and Muslim
characters may be framed mainly through security or geopolitical threat. Intersectionality adds
further complexity because race interacts with gender, class, sexuality, disability, age, and
immigration status. Women of color may experience sexualization or expectations of service that
differ from stereotypes applied to men of the same racial group. LGBTQ characters of color and
disabled people of color may encounter multiple forms of marginalization that disappear when
representation is analyzed through race alone.
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Creative Control and Representation Behind the
Camera

Representation is shaped not only by who appears on screen but by who controls writing, directing,
editing, financing, casting, marketing, and distribution. Writers determine motives and dialogue,
directors shape performance and visual emphasis, editors decide which reactions remain, and
executives determine which projects receive budgets and wide releases. A socially narrow decision-
making group can reproduce familiar assumptions even without openly prejudiced intent because the
available reference points and professional networks remain limited. This is why on-screen diversity
should be evaluated alongside creative authority. Hiring a cultural consultant late in production
cannot substitute for meaningful participation during development, and one performer should not be
expected to represent an entire community. The issue is not that creators may only write characters
who share their identity. Cross-cultural storytelling is essential to art. The question is whether
research, consultation, hiring, and institutional access give people from represented communities a
reasonable opportunity to shape how stories are told. For related analysis, see Racial Stereotypes in
Contemporary Media Analysis.

Progress and Current Industry Evidence

Hollywood has changed through civil-rights activism, demographic change, independent production,
global audiences, streaming platforms, and the commercial success of stories centered on groups
previously treated as marginal. Films such as Black Panther, Crazy Rich Asians, Minari, and Everything
Everywhere All at Once challenged assumptions about which casts and stories could attract large or
prestigious audiences. Current evidence nevertheless shows uneven progress rather than a simple
movement toward proportional representation. UCLA’s Hollywood Diversity Report continues to track
acting, directing, writing, and audience patterns, with the 2026 theatrical-film report and 2026
streaming analysis documenting gains in some categories alongside persistent underrepresentation in
positions of creative and economic control. Aggregate statistics also require care because a broad
category such as “people of color” can conceal very different outcomes among individual
communities. Numerical presence is therefore only one measure. Analysts should also examine
narrative centrality, genre range, budget, marketing, awards access, and whether diverse creators
receive repeated opportunities rather than one exceptional project.

Media Literacy and Accountable Representation

Audiences are not passive recipients of stereotypes, but repeated representation still influences the
pool of associations through which viewers interpret unfamiliar people and institutions. Media literacy
can make those processes visible by asking who created the work, whose viewpoint organizes the
story, which characters possess interior lives, what histories are absent, and whether the same
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behavior is interpreted differently across racial groups. Ethical representation does not require perfect
consensus because communities are internally diverse and cultural meanings change. Studios can
nevertheless improve accountability by widening recruitment and promotion pipelines, publishing
workforce data, investing in writers and directors from underrepresented groups, ensuring that
inclusion extends to budgets and marketing, and responding specifically to documented criticism
rather than defending harmful repetition as tradition. Writers can ask whether accent functions mainly
as a punch line, whether criminality or sexuality is distributed disproportionately by race, and whether
a minority character exists only to teach or rescue another character. The goal is not sanitized
representation but enough breadth and creative authority for individuals to be portrayed as complex
human beings rather than as substitutes for a racial category.

Conclusion

Racial stereotypes in Hollywood are best understood as patterns connecting representation with
broader histories of race and power. They may appear through explicit caricature, but they can also
operate through recurring accents, tokenism, narrow character types, unequal sympathy, limited
genre access, or exclusion from creative control. Historical cinema established many of these
conventions, while contemporary film demonstrates both substantial change and continuing
inequality. A careful analysis should therefore avoid two extremes: claiming that nothing has
improved or assuming that numerical diversity alone resolves the problem. Michael Omi’s framework
remains useful because it directs attention to how racial meanings are produced, repeated,
challenged, and attached to institutions. Current UCLA evidence similarly shows that audiences are
diverse and that inclusive stories can succeed while access behind the camera remains uneven.
Responsible representation allows culturally specific, flawed, humorous, heroic, ordinary, and even
villainous characters to exist without requiring one figure to represent an entire community. The
central issue is whether different groups receive comparable opportunities for complexity, creative
authority, and sustained participation in the industry.
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