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q The Meaning of Blackness in Network News

MERICAWYS MY wagcH local relevision news three times aovweek and

nerwork news twiee this week sty times neat week, and just onee the
tollowme week: they may read a newspaper onmost das s oron few. They o
toa movie occasionalhy they wateh television entertaiinment and advertismy
n prime tme and on weehends, Their friends and co - workers do the same,
Some mdnaduals talk abour what they see m the media all the tme, others
rarelv As we have seeny itis fronmy this shifting and varied melange ot images
and 1deas, combined with interpretations ot direct observation and experi-
ence that cach mdmidual builds his or her ownimpression of the world and,
in stgnificant measure, of race.! Given such a media environment, it would
beamistahe to fook at any one genre insolation. But we muast begin somie-
whereoso we launch the detailed exploration of the media’s ractal rexts from
the tradinonal plattorny in the ficld: network telesision new s, We look partic
wlarhy ar the wavs network news helps to construct Whites™ sense of wha
blachness means, what traits a representarive African Americann possesses
The news 1s not termbly good. But betore we consider dircethy those
troubling results, we need to make sense of how Whites develop schemaric

thimking along lines rhat create animosity or, I more eXIreme Cases, racisni.

Cognitive Inertia and the Rise of Prototypes

Prototypesencode habiual ways of thinkme that help people make sense
of a complicated and uncertain world. These are, however, otten formed
swiftly and inacceuratelss which i understandable given the limited tne
people have to work through all the racit assumptions prototypes embody:
“TWere we to approach every induction task without preconceptions, the

nanitold hypotheses that we could come up with to be tested inany given set

N

of dara would make the inference process unmanageable ™= Consequently.
the judgments that result conceal complesity and make it Tess kel that
people will notice excepuons to culturalhy driven stereots ped expectation

and understanding.

hil

Itis theorcnicalls possible that people could overcome this downside of

schematicthinking, wirh therr dhoughes driven larsels by dac, not by pro

fpes Ithey operared this wav, the world would imprint upon their minds
unige memories of clarity and detail from which they would mductineh

build carezorical understanding. A< the details from continuing expericnee
woereadded penple would readils and b the object,

of thar experiential wortd or mint tresh categories, In the real world, people
arc data drven o adegree they do change their assessmients of readity
basced on their experience with an obdurate world, There is compelhng evi-
denee, however, that people more often make on the iy juduments using
theories that satisfy pragmatic and emotional necessin rather then engage in
exhaustive and dispassionate case by -case analvsis, Indeed, evidence from
studies of soctal cognition paints a picture of flawed and tuzzy human judg
ment driven by comvenience and emotion. and informed by deeper influ-
ences of culture and individual psychology

The work of psychologist Eleanor Rosch is suguestive of these twin in-
tluences. She has used individual perceptions and classificarions of ordinar
objects ro determine how people think in categories. Contrary to what the
data-driven model would predict, she found that some members of a cate-
goryenjova privileaed status, For example, people judge robins more repre-
sentativ e of the category *birds™ than chickens, penauins, or ostriches, and
desk chairs more _.c?,?c:?:: cotthe category “chair™ than rocking chairs,
beanbag chairs, or barber chairs, These most representative menthers are
called procorypreal. Protots petheory posits that people abstract our a central
tendencey - @ summiary mental representation of @ Concepr-— sometimes
based on experience but often onideal characteristics derived from cultural
lessons.* Protory pes serve as ideal examples of categories and as such induce
what are called “prorory pe effects.” To use the bird example, prototypical
thinking leads people to rate robins and cardinals as better examples of the
category “bird.” to reduce the time inassigning them to thar category, and to
ase their recall as examples. ,

Prototypes are important in social cognition because they aid people in
therr appraisal of others. These appraisals are sumulated by characreristics

perceived as marking category membership. as in the case, for example, of

shin color.” Skin color is often sutficient ro stimulare expectations of seereo
typic behavior, Once activated, these expectations drive social pereeptions

and act as inertial restraines on peoples” ability to interpret behavior that is
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incomparible with thewr stercots pes The ideal examples that structure the
catcrorios and expectations come from the cubiures which as Douglas ol

serves, establishios botndaries berween things or persons salued and things

ar persons condemned or feared . These assessnicnis are subconscious and

numest themselves ineverndas miental shorteuts that fead us to make snap

pudanients that appear 1o be reasonabic and nataral - abthough thevarcm

tact deeph problematic

person
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ma W hite domimated, high statusscttmg anesclustve restaurant, forex
ampleasawatter, Whites expeet the npaad Black st nora comimal. to bea
member of the serving cless, Such humithaung cases of nustaken idenuty are
trequenthy reported by Blacks with high achieved status even when they w
temipt by dress, grooming, and other communication behasior tostgnal their
acceptance of mainstream norms and strive toward sitlar cuftural ideals as
W hites. Cose desceribes the rage o a Black semtor partner moa law firnnac
costed by asuspicious White junior assoctate when he came in to work early
one day. Notice that this does not mean the White attorney was a racist. al
though for the Black senior partner on the recen g end of the prorotypical
cspectation and social judgment, he might as well have been. And such ev-
periences, even if exceptional, don’thave to happen vervotien toa Black be
tore e or she s induced thsee overt racism as more pervasive than itactually
is- - 1o see the protots pical White as vacist.™ Intins way, protony pieal think

ine operates to diminish racial comity feeding avicious ciecle,

Black Representations in Nevwork News

Toprobe the racial protonypes of network newsowe relv upon two hinds
of data sets: analvses of videotapes of the evenmg news shows on the three
major networks and analyses of verbatim transeripts tor ABCS Horld Newes.
The maimn videotape sample encompasses four randomly chosen weeks of
evening news from the ABC, CBS and NBC networks in 19977 Another
videotape sample covers three ten-day periods of these nmightly news pro-
orams taped during 1990 The tull transcripts of the nightly ABC Haorld
Nesprogram cover two one sear periods, 1990 91and 1997 .1 The three-
network tapes provide a sensc of the overall vaia/ and anrad (soundbire) rep-
resentation of Blacks. The ABC rrunscripts allow us o determine which
Black leaders are mentioned and the contests in which they made the news.

Thes also permit an in depth examination of precisels how Black persons

7Are mentioncee

are portrayed when the words Black or A Ao

exphicitlyv on ok N eV

Videotape analvsis meluded all stortes in which Blacks caused or clearl

network sample s revealing. Approxumatedy 7305 percent ot the stories to

cused exclusively o Whites, That s, three tourths ot the stories did nos

Blemember ol non Whine

s 11 A

but peripheral roles Gsuch as people macrond scened Just 6.3 percent of the

stortes (Blacks 2.9 pereent, Tatinos 1.3 pereent, and Asians 2.1 percent) to

cusedonactivities of non-White ethnies. The remaiming 182 percent of sio-
rieswere ethnically mined, meaning they depicted central involvement of w
least one identifiable member of an ethmie mimorits, but what 1s seriking s
how much rthe doings of Whites alone pervade the news Whites were twelve
umesmore hikely to haveanctwork news story tothemselves than wercall the
other ethnie groups combined (73,5 percent versus 6.3 percent). The figures
would be even more skewed if we excluded toreignnews  mostreports em

phasizing Asians or Latinos concerned the members of these groups who are
citizens of ather countries. Incidentally, census figures break down the US.
populationas 72,1 percentnon-Iispamic White: 1201 percent non-Hispanic
Black; 114 pereent Hispanic: 3.7 percent non Hispanie Asian and Pacilic
Islanderiand 0.7 percent non Hispanie American Indian, Eskimo, or Alew
(LS. Department of Commerce 1997).

In one sense this pattern seems empirically and even symbaolically “ac
curate”: Whites do domioate nearly every arena of American sociery. On the
other hand, as these images display Ymeriea’s status and power hierarchy,
they also may serve to reintoree it At the most weneral fevel the color pattern
of the news convevs a sense that America is essenially a society of \White
people with minorities -~ the very word rings pejoratively  as adjunct
members who mainly cause trouble or need helfp. '

What were the chief topics of stories that included Black or White
voices? Consider table 4.1, which lists the soundbites atrributed to Black and
White personsin the 1997 three-network sample andthe topic ot the stories
in which they appearcd. A pattern can be distinguished among stories where
Blacks receive voice and those where they do not. In our sample, only one
Black person said anvthing in an economics story, compared with eighry-six

soundbites uttered by Whites. and just one Black said something in forcign
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Sounabites
attarrs coverage that featured ninery -nine W hite quotanions. Not one Black
Freure 4.1 Numbers of Staries with One, Twoor Threeand Four or More Soundbites.

person said anvthing, at least m tis sample, i stories on electoral polites, -
d tor Black and Whites

while White voices were heard seventy nine umes. The lopsided disparities

were nearly as great m coveraze of science/technotoeys health / smoking: . . . )
ere nearhy as ¢ o o : Only two stories had four or more Black soundbires, and twenty -sis had two

disasters /rescues and wearher events: and deaths/Zrituals /anniversaries. . . . - . . . .
1saste rescues L u s or three bites. In comparison, 348 stories ransmitted a White person’s

, Onhvoim human-interest features, sports/ entertunment stories, and dis . . . . . .
. \ nun-mterest fean I /1 . words. and ninety-sixy otfered four or more. In this sample, at Teast, viewers

crimmation reports did Black vorces achiove more promiment access, Stories o fortveivhr 1 : - . .
i i cportsdid blac | were forty-cight tmes more likelv 1o hear four or more soundbites from

that cither imoke CCOMMon caperiences or imterests of Americans as ¢ i : -
weither ivoked the common evperienc ° lerieans @5 a White than Black persons inanews story, HardIvany stories were saturated

whole (disasters, toretgn atfanrs, polinies, and dearhs Zrituals) or that in-

with Blackh voices. it we define “saturation™ as four or more soundbites (not

valved technical eapertise (science. cconomics) offered hardhv anmv Blae . . : .
ahved technical eapertise (science. ceonomics) ottered hardlv any Black counting reporters), whereas nearls a fitth (189 percentt of the stories

votces Such patter of racial ISR elusi i typieal, wo : . . . .
orces Such patterns ot racial imclusion and exclusion, if tvpieal, would clude tour or more instances of White voices. And the two stories with the

remtoree an imagze of Blacks as a distinet group whose dennty, knowledge, heaviest presence of Black voices were features rather than hard new
= - N g h b ¢ d Al i Rige AR

and imterests are both narrower and svstematically ditferent from Whites.

The Word Bluck

§ Wesee here the outlines of the way media help construct the protots pi-

cal Black person. that is, the traits characterizing the most representative Bevond the constricred speahing roles tor Blacks in network news, an-
members of the categors, ™ Fe or she is an entertainer, sports figure, or ob- other dimension of representation comes in the uses of the word Aol We

ject ot diserimination. Unlike Whites inthe news, the prototvpical Black can recorded the subject of every story in which that word appeared on Hiarkd

be pigeonhoted into a narrow arras of roles and traits. We can sugaest even News during the two transcript periods (1990--91 and 1997), ABC ran 214
: morcsubtle ways that network neses may provide amap of the culraral alien- stories explicitly mentioning Black peaple in the earlier vear-long period.
arion of Blacksand Whites, framung Blacks as separate from the core (White) ninety-four in the more recent one. The decline is misleading. Much of the

3 community, by looking ar the distribution of the soundbites (figure 4.1). differenceappears due to the virtual disappearance of South Africaas a sub-
Sty three stories featured at Teast one soundbite by a Black personzof ject by 1997 Representation of Mvican uericans was about the same durine

) these, more thathalt, thirny five storiesccontuned just one quore by a Black. the two periods (112 versus 94 stories), and it was considerable, ,

' L
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E i the other hand. there was a noteworthy rise i the o

“use of Can we generalize trom the ABC data e the other tvo major networks?

Researchers have found fow 1 any systemate differences amonyg the Big

I 19900 95 just 20 ot ihe 254 uses of the word were nonracial. In

1997 blac

ries, tully 73 ot them with nonractad mean-

" o . . .
Uhree M Tnour own three nerwork samples we tound nothing to change rhis

Sappearedin 167

Loddes or Pialk markes impression. For example, v the 1997 tape sample, African Amerncans were

: s Repeaied use of teres such as Mgckui

3 retlec ts the nesatiy e symbolic assoctanons of darkness written deep o West represented in 10 percent of the stortes on ABCOTT percenton CBS and 14

A hether the neeative metanhorie connotations of the word pereent on NBC The same data set onall three nerworks, also revealed a

dearth of Blacks in stortes that have as therr central theme cither Blacks as

i unconsctoushospillover to W hires thinkige about Black personsis un

S

pusitive contrihutors to American society or as human beings whose racial

clear but the link cannot be very helptul Stretly as a4 communication

et

g strarcav. it night be worth considering replacement of “Black

g
-

Twith Uy
Anterican as the preferred term tor this ethnic aroup. '

Wealsolooked morespecitically at the topies of stories in which the word

or equividents appeared. For this analvsis, displaved inappendiy table
v 3 wealsoscarched for the termy Afrzean berican and counted as equiva
Tent vhe werms oner ciy, chetion, race racids racist, racising wndercass. and
wrinarity, where the uses clearly (though not necessarily exphently) referred
to Black people. Teis dithicutt to knos if contrasts instory topies between the
two samples represent random tluctuations or real trends. ' Flowever, net-
work news throughout the 1990s generally moved toward highter, more sen
sational fare and away from pohitical, or policy oriented stories. "That
movement seems compatible with our findings,

Proportionally, Blacks appeared three or tour tumes more often than
W hites i erime or sports stories i the later samplecand about one-third as
muchin political stories,”™ Inasense, then, the image of Blachs deteriorated:
the network’s coverage more heavily featured Atrican Americans in stereo-
tvped roles assoctired with erinme and sports, as 1t less frequentds depicted
Blacks in polincal or governmental roles. On the other hand, ABC ran more
stories on diserimination related policy i 1997 reflecting in part the con-
troversy over afirmative action

We can more clearly see the Black muage on ABC by considering the
specttic story topics i those reports that mentioned Blacks (or words connot
ine the group)explicitly To conserve space, and readers” patience, we list inap-

pendix table A4 onty the reports tor the pertod from July 1o December ot 1997

The listis rather depressing as we suppose would be most enumerations ot

specific story subjects, No matter the ethnic eroup, quite generally, zood news
isnot news. Nonethelessoweare struck by the pavetry of neutral. letalone pos-

e conteatsinwhich words reterring o Black persons come up. Forinstance,

identity is incidental. It thercfore seems Iikely that, were ranscripts ot CBS
and NBC news subjected to close analvsis, they would reveal similar repre
sentations of Blacks.

Judging trom the transeribed vears of ABCL the network mainly dis-
cusses Blacks as such when they suffer or comumnt crime, or otherwise fall
victimand require attention from government (and, perhaps, taxpayers). By
tving appearances of Blacks so frequently to narratives of erime and victim-
ization, the news constructs African Americans as a distinet source of dis-
ruption. Because stories featuring Whites in these circumstances are so
much fewerasa proportion ot all stories with Whites, the news can casilvim
pha bascline or ideal social condition in which far fewer serious problems
would plazue the society it only evervone inthe Unired Stages were native-
born W hites.

Incidentally, the portravals of at least one other nunority, Tatinos, may
be drawn similarly to that of Blacks, at leastin some respects. Anabvzine tull-
text verbal transceripts of every broadeast in a three-month subsample, we
tound that the word Latine appeared in just two stories and the word /s
panic in seven, all in relation 1o US. events. One of the two mentions of
“Tatino™ came in a story on school segrezation, the other ina report on
diplomatic training where a man described as " Latino™ plaved a terroristina
simulation. “Hispanic™ was mentioned in stories with the following topics:
alleged vote traud by Hispanices: segregation: the growth of Hispanicstars in
baseball; police brutality against Haitian immigrant Abner Louima: the
never-found third suspect in the terrorist bombing of the Oklahoma Ciry

?;E.;_;:_r::r_.p,r.r::_;:%::?u;::cm,::j::w_,_.;:::.‘_,rc_A::A,;_.c_;
topics here (oo is narrow and arguabty stereotypical. ="

In such wavs, the news may construct images that partake of the first
component of racial animosity, the exageerated sense of group differences

recorded in negative stereotvpes. Network news suggests that the distribu-

g notone political report and only two human interest stories appear in this list
B

R e




tion ol trats characterizing representanse Black persons comendes vem

e W ites, And dhus s mgha

the distrbution

cid by Rothby

Land [ohosto mnwamize the difterence between

nd often treat overlappn

distributions of char

Ons wITh new swor

s USOMCTMCS dppear as Anowjedacaniv pe

thy, msg

Frhines tosas. Such peeplecby thevery act ot bemg consulted,
show themselves te have positin e soctal unliny to e valued parts ot the com

munity Thiss parocularly trae when Blacks are not ghettozed as experts

onhyon = Black Tissuesstheretore o weanaly zed issues onwhich Black experts

spake as Black refared ™ or not T he former covered ractal diseriminatios

anemployment, homelessness, madeqguate healrh caveoweltare, crime and
drugs, housing, ganes, and Martn Father Nme (considered “Black™ issues
because television news discourse, visual and verball makes them so, as
turther documented in chapter 6).

fooking ar the 1990 - 91 sample, the stories concerning “Black™ issues
teatured thirts-three Black experts and twentyseven Whites, In those sto
vies about non Black issues in which Blacks appeared, White experts
markedh outnumbered Blacks  nineny four to ifteen. Recatl that this sub
sample consists exclusively of those stories that met aur eriteria for promi
nenthy teatiring Blacks o other words, that as many as fifteen Black experts
appuared in this subsample is due larzels 1o the tacr that we fooked only wt
taries inwhich Blacks plaveda prominent role == So.swithin the rotal sample
ot 19SH minutes of network news, Blacks spokeas experts ourside the realm
ot Black refated issues lirtle more than fifteen times: whercas Whites were
likely quoted more than seven hundred tmes.

These findings can be tesred further using the 1997 network dara, which
Burns and Munoz coded tor the ethniany of the persons uttermg every
soundbire = Appendin table A 3 lises the ropies on which all Black persons
commented, wlong with thar apparent occupational statas, The largest
sharc ot the TH atrerances Iy Blacks came from persons on the street, tol
lowed by government othicials. Black experts tdetined as saentists, protes,
sors, think tank personnel and the Bikel protessional persons unaffiliared
with government) spohe tourteen imes. In comparison. White nonzovern

mental professionals made 496 assertions, The rano of White to Biack non

wernment experts is thus abowt 3601 (4496 1o 1410 In this samiple the Black

exprerts were not contined to UBLick™ ssuess and ot course the atidience
mizht have atrribated expertise to some of the twentv-two guotes from
Black covernment oflicials or to those m other roles. Somages ot knowt-
cdeeable Blacks arc appearing on the networks. But there remams avelarne
dearth of high starus, credentaled Black persons providing instzht on the
network newsacross a wide ranwe of issues

Mihough African American expert sources on television are few, the
networhs do feature Blacksas correspondents: —esperts i journalism itselt.
This turns out o beashght exeepuon to rhe general pauctts ot authornatin e
Blacks. For the TY97 network sampled the race or ethinicity of the correspon-
dents for all nine hundred stories swas coded. Non White reporters covered
about 8 percent of stories on ABC and 6 percent on CBS and NBC Astorre
porting spectfically by Blacks, ABC registered 6 pereent: CBS, 4 percent:
and NBCjusr 2 percent. Blacks appeared underrepresented as reporters on
all three networks, relative to their population percentage.”” Bur for ABC
and CBS, atleast, the disparity with Whites was less when it came to inter-
viewers (correspondents) than 1t was when it came to mrerviewees (expert

NCWs sources).

“Realiry”

Some mizhtexplain disparities in the newsas convesing “realite.™ [t we
divide news topics broadhy into those involving persons suftering or perpe-
trating social problems and those involving all other newsworthy activities,
we might expect such a racial disjunction. African Amencans do experiencee
many social s aca higher rare than Whires, and theie appearances in the
news tend to ivolve those dls because they make nanoriey individuals news

worthy in the first place. Members of the current majority group, on the
other hand, controlalmostall newsworthy institutions -—government agen-
cies, leutshitures, corporations, interest.groups. As the dominant power
holders, Whites naturally predominare in news reports not imvolving social
problems because journalists focus most heavily-—justihably so- upon the
most powerful individualsand istitutions i the society. In those communi-
ties where African Amertcans (or Latinos or other non-White ethnic groups)
control government or other important institutions—-say, cities with Black
mavors —we would expect exceptions to the pattern in the national news

analvzed here
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Phe nerworis” chotees are hughly scleenve and imcomple
the evample of erime, We know many Whites tend o equate Virean Anier
cans and crime, and feelintensels necarve emotions anger, fear a desire
forvengeance —more i the face of Black ermme than ot White crime. Vs are
sl Black crime has long carried a potent political charge " Althouzh
Blacks arc indeed more likely to commut violent erimes than W hites, the

ditference declined atter 1970 and the generalirend i Black committed v

olence has been dow nward sinee the carly 19705 further, some evidence sug
sests that Blacks are more Likely to be arrested than Whites commiting

stmilar crimes, in which case the media might be accurately representing

Blacks” higher wrrese rate but exaggerating the comparative rate of o
fene siolent or drag crimes.” Also. controlling for emplovment, there is no
difference inerime rates: emploved Blacks over the age of twenty-one are as
faw abiding as emploved Whites, a messaze obscured by the tvpraal repre

> and one that establishes guite clearly the

sentations in television ness,?
importance of uncmplovment to crime rates.

None ot this is to deny that poor Blacks, espectadly males engage ineer
ram unbawfub activities ae a ragically and mdeed frightenmely hieh rate,
much higher than Whites onaveraze. =" But these same lawbreakers are sub
jecttovery much highor rares ol disermmination, unemploymen:ineflfectne
schooling. single-parent upbringing, and other experiences that account tor
the difference in eriminalite, Tt is these expertences that tend not to be re-
ported withinthe narrative of cach speattic erime. Stories thardepret just the
crimes themselves therefore provide a context-tree version of Black crimie,

both in theaggregare and in the cases of indiv idual detendants cand victims)

A Model of Racial Communication

How might we explain the Black presences and absences in the media
documented in this and the follow ing chaprersz Why does network news se
lect the elements it reports, suchas Black erme, and teas e others such as the

emplovment status or diseriminanon experience of Black defendants. outof

7l
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the picture” The sources of the media's ractal images are complicated and

less

svstemic, Hans thing, the wveraze White media worker probabiy o

ractal antmus than the average White American. But evenimost media per

sonnel actvely sousht to advance a progressive racial project throweh the

media, perhaps even o promote awareness ol the structural hindrances

Lrican Americans face, they would be impeded by the aperation of the

strong forees werdentify i this section ( The conceptota s racial project. " a

strateoa! ations in partieular

show of the TYSOs oftersa

wavs, comes from Omiand Winant. )" The Cad!
prototypical case study of the way contradictory torces shape and become
manifest in mainsuream media products. On the surtace, itatacked racism

It tateht Whites, like Mr Morgan., the voung man at the Town THall mecting
with President Clinton whom we quoted m chapter 10 o see Blacks and
Whites as equals. Yer Whites also interpreted the success and assimifation
of Bill Cosby’s tetevision family as confirmmg the disappearance of racial
discrimination; the show abetted denial !

How might we explain the most prevalent media coment, the material
that. like the Costy show, attuins sufficiently wide distribution to influcnce
public sentiments? Five closely woven torees interact to determine which
messazes obtain extensive and repeated distribution and thus social and
political force—and which remain cither unexpressed or marginalized i
obscure media channels. These forees act simubtancously on every medu
production. which means justabout every message wemightanalvzeisoser
determined: it has several simultancous explanations, Briethv the kinds off

moessaoes that recerve wide distribution are shaped by

+ the mainstream culture, which infiuences

« the creative needs and limitations and professional norms ot individ-
ual media personneland their organizations, which respond o

« the evolving cconomices of media industries, as shaped by new teeh

nologs, global market competition, and government policy decisions,

by potitical elites seeking to manipulate media content (both news

and entertainment ), and

by the changing national and international cconomic structure and

the requirements of its healthy growth.

We have already detaited our understanding of the mainstream culiare, the

widels shared mental constructs that shape individuals™ responses 1o the




1 Race at the Movies

OSTINLING OUR TSI onthe Hunal status of Virean Amercans.

and the resuliing ambnalenceamony White producersand consumers

of cultural products that feature Blachs. this chapter examines the clements

of progress and the continued ractal divide i mainstream maovies W find

like parity between Whites and Blacks mn sheer visthaline: Black

males. now commonly take major and minor roles

something
actors, espectalh
evpensive productions and boy office blockbusters. Unlike adverusing,
where- celebrity exceptions aside tokenismt reigns, movies often high

light Atrican American characters: Hollvwood has arguably donemor toin--

tearaie Bl lacks into productions th
actors {rom certain roles and actions per sists. The vactal differ-

anany other mass medium. Yer exclusion

of minorit
enees mark non-Whites, insinuating a racial hicrarchy andaneed tolimitin

rerracial contact. We conclude our comprehensive exploration of mass
media with mos ies not ondy because they represent the mostinclusive genre,
hut hecause they embods and susnmarize most of the book s themes,

Background

The Tierature on representations of Blachs in filim is. perhaps an
surprisingdy. argels eritieal. Tmages of Black males and females! receneern
icism not merely for calling upon stereotypes of irresponsible and
irrepressible Black sexualin and criminality, but for presenting one-dimen
characters who fack the rounded complenity of real people. In our

stonal
by applying distinctive stereotyped

torms, these critics are charging that
raits, movies make Blacks appear less individuated, more homogeneaoits
W hites already know that the members of f their group come inall mor: alandd
They know much less aboul Blacks, and the

d

intellectual shapes and sizes,
critics suggest that film remnforees Whites" ignorance of Blacks variets ane

g humanity.

Critios have also dissected the regressise themes in most of the me

Hallvwood filins that feature Blachs as stars or co-stars, notably the Bl
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.5 hite tmaley buddy films popular trom the 1980< o the 1995057 T xample
include £5 Mo and Lot b e

I R whie
Lo son, both ot which scored well a the oy

( L dospasned s ¢
¢ CUIe . 8 i [N
| <l Tﬁ/r A Ny 1 NoSUD e o the

Black character
: aracters who, L R :
! daden woh stereons preal qualities, hecome helpers

,:;/ v Oitha
scho T :
cholarship eritiques the heavy coneentration of movies on the “Black arim

the White Teading man who holds them m “proecive cu

il :::2._,: notne amony ather thines the apparentls close relationship
_#.Z,cﬁ.g the freaonad portravals and the nezats e mn c,j of Mtrican /:.:.:_
2.:, E.?:.E trom television news and wbloid ::::,2537.3: SLories on
crimie. A5 it conyeys mformation about African Americans putative flan ,
such content also participates i the preevisting W hite discourse :_.Z, J,,
and dennl that undermines racial comit, , o
In order to develop and perhaps quality these insichts, this chapter
probes the top carning films of 1996, those that carned 323 million or more at
the box office in the United States, excluding animated tilms or mosies w :,:
largely nonhuman casts.® We begin with o qualitatis e analvsis of race in the
three _:q:. st-earming films with White-dominated c.,77,5 which a Black
was one of the top two male protagonises: Tndependence Dav, 4 Tine to >,\\\
”:.E.N_\H\ Haeure, Wealsoassess reviews of these movies, treating them 7,ﬂ
kind :A r.w__::.,:yc:y_.:, ity gauge. Then wemoveontoa quantitative Q::.c:,_
,,5,..:., .1.7.4 P'hestoryismixed: heartening progress combined with indicarions
of n:q:::i_ subtle stereotyping and distancing or exclusion of /.:‘r.,:_
.,::w_‘:..,_:f patterns, ncidentalhy, that are compounded when it :::cL u
Latinos and Asians by sheer neglect. |

Complexity in Ethnic Representations on Film

._ he }.H? 1996 films that carned the most at the box oflice while em
ploy ng mujority-White casts and a Black as a central protazonist converved
35555: and arguably quite positive images of Black tr,.?::/. Ao J:,c:
:.?.wa films provide useful examples of the mised racial messages that | ?:T.
:::a produces. This analysis sets the stage for the more dat H,‘::c:,: ¢ di
cussions later on. , - o
) I'he .Ei sertng for multiple meanings was Iudependince Day. the high
575:?&% film of 1996 (over S308 million in domestic box :m_rc._ ey CE;?
“:g::ci the biggest hitsofall time. Will Smith, as Captain Steve Hiller, ,:f\
otonly the top-ranked cast member, he was unambiguously heroic M,S, 5.7

film als :
dso takes treque fuee 1 i
thes frequent refuge in classic ethnic stereotypes to gain k aughs or




nition . Thus Rands Quaid plasadranhen Launo pilot whose

audienee red

Aicoholic stupor s supposed tobe tunmy, Athough he larer sobers upand re
deems<himself. A nerds. brilliant Jowish scienist el € ioldblum)is hectored
For comy relict by his Yiddish accenteds over projectine turher, thoueh the

1o hecomies 1 hero Vinor charaeters shown reacting 1o the scarn

NN
alicn ship Lindings feature anareay of ethnic sterenn pes. chattering Yrabsia
Biach street person holdimg aiguor bottle fatong with a White companion):

] smother 0V

ahystenical vy and apparcndy jos ol anin i

ead tor Aunt b sther's”™ he sereams over the phoney. Black and seemingl
1 anmo hids plaving basketballman mner vty neighborhood with rap music
blaring Inscencafterseene wesee Black fuces in the backeround of busy war
ronms, mecting roons, and the like, while White experts occupy centerstage
Black W hite conersations almost all invohve hierarchical relationships
with the White in charoe of erivcal decisions and the direction of the plot.

Perhaps most noticeable on close anadvsis is that although the ilm does
endow Steve with mamy heroic traits, he continues to he marked by sterco
typicalls nevative "Black™ traits as w ¢ll. Despite his presumed college edu-
cation (as an Air Foree otficer) he still speaks in ghetto slang. Thus he savs 1o
an alien he caprures: “You got me out here draggin’ vour heavy ass . with
vour dreadinehs stichin” out o my parachure. . Youcome down herew ith
4 (sic) attitude ™ Mong with the Jewish scientist and the president, Steve
aves the world, but they and other W hites devise the plans: St ¢S contri
hution is physical skilland braven

On the persond side, Stese i~ commitied ta monogamous relationship,

but Tives with @ wonian to whom he's nor married. A stripper, Jasmi
Dubrow (plaved by V iveca Tovibasa child by another man. Eventhoughin

vohved with an Air Foree oflicer and living amiddie-class hifesty e, sheappar-
enthy has no oecupational options bevond trading on her sexuality. Her
intellectual capacity appears impaired: she fails 1o grasp the seriousness of
the alien ships hovering all over the world even the one over her own neich-
borhood . Atter complaining about Steve’s having togoon active duty todeal
with an alien menace she harely notices, she continues on 1o her joh. appar-

enthvunperturbed, with littke concernabout herchild s fate - despiteseeing

her neichbors furiously packing and heading tor the hills, Tater, howeser
like all the main characters, she transcends her linutatons and becomes
heroic in her own way, The data analysis will show that the implicit derogi

tion of Black wonman here is notexceptional

A ime o Kl provides our next repository of comples images. T his film
artempts to esoke White empathy with the Black experience m_ racsm Yot
the herotes and the suffering that oceupy the bulk of the 8lm's time are those
of the White starss not the Black actors. And it~ worl

e L racism consises of
flaws within individual bigots, curable throush White paternalism. nor
Black organization or selt-help.

Fhe two White ructsts who brutalize o voung Black girland animate the

plorare whaollv evil snar

: miost ol ts watld
admit to knowing- -but one that most of us recognize as the stereotyped
rural, drunken, uneducated White Southern bigot. Uhe father of :r.‘r;l
Carl Lee Haley plaved by Samuel 1. Jackson, Kills the two eriminals Tc,::.».,
they can come to trial. and the story resolves around his os o erial for murder

, Matthew MeConaughes plays attorney Jake Brizance, the White savior
of the film who represents the defendant. Afrer Carl Iee shoots the villains
wesecalittle blond girl, Jake's daughter. in tight close-up: this is .,63,:5::,.
w:?,:;cg to stimulate empathy in the White audience, to show how the 5.,_,\
:..:J‘ of those implicitly addressed by the film would feel if their own little
girlwereattached. Just to make the equation clear, Jake's wife (Ashley Judd)
ashs, “lsn't she the sweetest thing®™ to which Jake responds, *When _, _Mv:r at
her [ean'thelp thinking about Tonva™ (the Black wirl}.

Although the plotemerges from the crime committed against Carl Lee's
daughierand thenby him, the movie spends the bulk of s :,::, onthe White
protagonists. Carl l.ee .‘:,,i his famih have just a small fraction ot the dia
?E.:.9.,:,??,5»_ his famuly do. Theaudience spends farmore time mulline
the injuries and sutfering of the W hite stars, wha are repeated ]y threarencd
,:.i, attacked tor courageousty standing up ro bigotry it sees :E,cr lessof the
dithiculties experienced by the Black characters. Reinforcing this reading, we
coded the close-up shots accorded the top-billed cr.n::n?;,w. ::,nr:tyw.? a
Bccr..,::i: for “focalization,”™ for concentrating the audience’s attention
and 1dentification.” We found that costar Sandra Bullock, plaving an
apprentice lawver, received almost twice as manv as ?n_&:.?),,.,_:p_
MeConaughey four times as mam ,

Here i o
. €re we see how the political economy of mainstream movie produc-
ton, buily

_ around the star svstem, aftects the ideological message of charac-
F,HA r- : . T - . . N : ’
1d dialogue. To have tocalized the film through the Black tamily s

EXPeTICnCes RN : ;
wperiences, 10 have expended the bulk of the dialogue and close-ups on
Samug] [ ]

_. Jacksonand other (essentialh unknown) Black actors, would have




dis i s market position. Forstedinaws

lock

yaniche markermovie

simuitaneeush comrevs an nge of rac

arzuabhy the me

o atacks old fashioned violent racism. When subordimaies

the ey fami s suttering

1o that of Takeand his tanul and frends n ot

JOT Lo See e he mis olvement oi i JoMIming audicice i i siginals

W hite pain is more important. more interesting, more mueaninetud e
chotee 1o focus so heavih upon the Whires reflects (recalling our multple
deternimant theory ) the matnsiream culture and the market at work on the
Almmahers, and therefore on the audience, Moreover. by tocusimy on ab

surdhv overdraw n, frothing-at - the mouth Klansmen, the movic implhies that

mized hate erime looms amony the frgest and most fearsome pre blems
created by racism. Like other movies and tedevision shows maden the 19905
bt rooted in the ethos of the pre-oinvil righis South, includme relevision’s
Uil gy and the il Yississippr Bunne, this approach provides White
audicnces a basis tor complaceney or denial by directingatientionasa from
current manitestations and effects ot racisn.

Perhaps as an unrecognized outeron th of this perspective, the tim
stands awainst orzanized politicalaction by cthmic arnups, Reflecting astrons
chord in late centurs elire discourse and news media themes, the movie as-
sumies a oy nicall antipolitical stance, assuming that every side m politicalae

ton deseres equal condemnation. Tt portrass a Black munister from the

NAACE who marched with DroVarom ather Kingasacoreupt seltsecken

rving (o eaploit astuaton for hisown Leneht, Phe ninister tells Carl Fec s

chould hirean N A ACP=sponsored lawyer who has sensis ity tothe “needsof

the mosement.” The oreanizers raise funds ostensibily to support Carl Lee
and his family. but use it o line the cotters af the NAACP and CarlLec’sown
crooked minister, Cart Tee retuses the NAACES offer of help, condemns
their political agenda,and chooses the W hire lawveroveratbliagon withanor
vanized efforrby African \mrericans, D he moralof thisstors is that individual
cooperatinn. apulitical and ad hoc pros ides the onls real path o racial recon
cilinion Collective organization and action are either corruptor danzerous
Fiow ever one feels about this posttion, i is clear tha thisentertainment” v
hicke Tike so nmy. does take acovert poliaeal fand antipolitical) stance.
Finalhy, consider Jorry Vagaoeostornng Tom Cruise and Cuba Good
ine Jro (who wonan Oscar for best supporting actor), The nature ot the mam

Characters mnd their refationships, the subtle blend of tradinional stercot: e

]
with 1 nr R I . .
1l % romaotinn :ﬂ Ierrag _.L :ﬁr.:ﬁ_J::J_ resnty toa F::“_q_r./ ra v : LNt
! A ! RINR ¢

Ou the one hand. ! 1
the movie shows aburceoning closeness between o Whine

and a Blach 1 : i . )
ack man, one n which cach depends on the insights and under

standing of the other Thar .
w ol the other Theirs 1ot the merely professional relationship o

pohite distance that charactertzes ‘thet al 1
characterizes many ot the interracial friendships we san

on prime Selevis 1
prime nmeielovision. Onthe other hand, plavingasports agent, Cruise

L . 1 1 K i v
P OH QLA dous oo nnechicc bl beas y inone, Althouen his

i nAmenican toothall plaser client named Rod Tidwel]
{Goodimgy and Rod” Kowite oo .
¢ s Black wife Mareee botht pussess a collese education

client, an Africa

{she majored m businessy, thes cannot suceeed financially: they are poser

less withour therr agent's cconomic wisdom. The chief ..;_:nm Jorrm j,wj
Rod is toact Less cynically egotistical about the game of foothall ,,:i W:,JJ.:I,‘
merze his anger at inferior treatment by the W hite owner. Jerr :7.:_:21
Rod 1o curb his selfish emotions and his barcly controlled m,:y.:,:».? .,::._m
E:cy showninseveralscenes of Rod dancine, velling, and brow Tc..:_.:m, Jerr

(One gaverisetoabriethy famous carchphrase, “Show me the niones ,,q,,,._ic,:v
Rod humilatingly furces Jerm to chant responsively with him.) )

- Rod - .::: against stercoty pe shares a deeply committed monocamous
mumacy wirth hisspouse  does teach Jerry how to relate berrer to _mf ::.c.

Dorothv. Yer Rod and Marcee, despite their college degrees. speak in :?H

m_.Z,:::.,:P,..: street slangand she habitually uses vulgar protanits in ways
mamstream movie would rarely it ever show a wealths, c;:?:c;, W ::n, fe
5,_47, character doing The contrast between the ,EE.?‘A/: coaabrasive Marcee
,5.:.;2.3 S dociie, worshiptul Dorothy constructs a hierarchy of racial desir

abiliry arleast for most White male audicnces, ~.E.:7.~.:Eg;. sterentypes,
i:.:?c,_y.f, describes Rod's childhood as encompassing “vour W.._::p‘;. ;.?.v
_.L.H the family on Christmas eve, the mother who LE,:Q_ the steps of a
W“_,M: .5 E,W_,,c vour :::c_.e:. In this way the il gives Rod an irrespansible
%. ac .ﬁ::S and long-suffering. cleaning-lady mother who sweated 1o piy
mz tuition, By making Rod the rare (if not unique) NEL star who excelled :.g
::Ep: .,:.,# major college program without receiving a scholarship, the
moviesacrifices realism to conneet with the f?n:?._ﬁ.% ,

Movie Revicrrs as Maps of Hotlywood Conscrousness

I Our it ’
I ::_::;r,:v‘ - s toree
! _::L»_ of :fr torees _I.: ?ﬁ:ﬁ:_hﬁ. _ﬁCJJ.:m,.,CJ bl

e : haping
raenl coming, we su ping

zuested that a complicated interaction arise

market pre "
" Cipressuresand the mass culrure that atfects the tl
ang

s berween

o . unking of producers
sumer -di INVITAS i 1t
s of media messazes. At the same rime, political pressures




1 this indusirs as onall others,

from chites seehing political zain operate
\nd the coomoms connects o trends and themes i Holk wood films as 1o
polincal discourse: had or unstable connomic imes seem 1o produce ditfer
ent i pes of films than those from prosperots cpochs. Muainstream Holh
wond s - the ones produced and murketed in hopes of carning tens or
fandreds of millions of dollars in profit are expensive, hivh rish mvest
ments in which the foree of the market is obvious it not oserwhelmimg. et
those who make nlhnsare also creators withsomethime tosav howeser trnal,
devivative, or dumb it may sometimes be

We helieve Alm revicws may provide an indicator of the play o these
market and cultural forees through the ractal images of tilms. Reviews are
critical to the marketing of modern Hollvwood films. Though they canno
mahe or bredh movies, they can help create a positive or negative “buzs”
around a film. especially in the bigcities where first weckend ket salescan

determine a movie's fate. When movies “open big,” studios tend to myvest
more in advertising and ensure distribution 1o more theaters. Reviews can
augment this all-important opening reception. Perhaps thisis why film com-
panies spend lavishly to influence reviewers w ith special sereenings, recep
Homs, decess to star interviews, conveniently packaged press materials, and
funhets. Thejudgment of the review does not have to be positiy ctohelp. Are
view that labeds @ picrure implausible and ultravielent nu, espectathv i it
praises the special effects and sound track, help sellthe film to 1ts target au-

dicnce Whether they givea tilm thumbs up or thumbs dow nireviews helpro

el CONTent. a series of expectations that tellaudience members whaia il
iv about, what pleasures or annoyances promises.

Giiven their central roie in the marketing ot film. we decided o test the
sensitivity of reviews to the racial subtexts that we detected in the three
movies. How many reviewers picked up on the racial stercotypes and ather
political content? Tf the people who took at movies tor a living cither faf to
notice such material, or find i1 unworthy ot comment. we can hardly ey
pect the average White viewer tonotice them Such avoid in the text ot re
views would butiress the tnsensitivity of the Whire audience to the newatise
stereots ping, racial hicrarchy, and distancing. The institution of reviewing
would be a component in 2 ollvwond machine that perpetuates, however
unintentionally, racial alivnation. On the other hand, st reviesers do dis
cern and discuss the problematic material, it would indscate racial senst-

tiviry among these culturalarbirers, Reviewers could even be leading forees
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i reshaping Whites audiences” sensibilities, tastes. and whtimarch marker
demand. ‘

[P TN . . : ) y

Polirteal pressure may be the least obyious o the forees at work here, Bui
whatelites sav and don't say i part reflects the global political ceonoms . the

narional mood” they hoth setand amplits seems roaffect what Holls s ood

produces The cover stors an fadependen. o Dav thar appeared m Tone artic
ulates the inkage of polivcal zetrgeist and tilm production: ™ “The US. is
desperately o search of an enemy, sass Paul Verhoeven, who has direcred
SOMUESTUNNING ST Rt Cop. apad Recall) “The communists were the
encmy.and the Nazis betore them but now that wonderiul enems everone
can fight has been Tost. Alien sci-fi films give us a rerrifving c:c:;‘ :r:,w po
hucally correct. They re bad. Theyre evil. And they re ::,_ even _‘z::;:., o
Alien villains do not bring to mind any politically controversial, real-life
enemies of ordinary people. In turn, we speculate, perhaps reviewers un
knowingly artune themselves o clite discourse in decidine what in the
movies thes regard as refevant, timely, and acceptable to observe, T most re-
viewers failed to commenton the ethnic stereotvping and hierarchy in some
of the vear’s hits, it may be because clites in 1996 were not say :E::,_c: about
racial equality and discrimination, 1f anvthing, as we saw in :wn chapter on
affirmative action, the word in the mid 19905 was that Whires were tired of
organized politicat demands among Blacks and other minorin aroups. In
that political environment, criticizing racially tinged ::,E.c/,:wﬁ_: have
scemed uninteresting orescessively “politicalls correct.” that is. ::,‘..7:::?
ably and punctiliously tiberal, Reviewers, like the filmmakers themsels e
must worry abour pleasing their audiences and bosses. ,
Weculled reviews from the “major paper” collection in the Lesis- N evis
;.:,,.},z and from 7rme and Newsireek. We tound a total of thirte-nine
Mc:c;y of . f Tune ta Kell and torrv-three cach of Dndependence DN,:. and
Jerry Maguire, First we scarched for the occurrence of the words E:x.
Afrcan nerican, race. and sterentype."There were no references to erhnic
Ln_”ccc_:f inany of the reviesws of 4 7ime o Kl or Maguire. Three of the
teviews did gentdy chide Jadependence Day. Only the New York Times ex

ressly : * ethnic stereornpi iticizi i
P ¥ noted the ethnic stereoryping, criticizing “oe obhoxious, regret-

=

tuble ethnic stereon pe’

added). The Sun Frane ' ] i
). The Sun Francisco Chronicle mentioned “shghrly overstated stereo

- not of Blacks but of the Jewish father (cmphasis

npey™ i TTTT “
ﬁ, I nd Time wrvly noted that “an ensemble cast fleshes out the Steren-
APESTT bUL reviewers i i ,

I but reviewers in these instances did not make clear the ¢thnic




Dftenai entess involved, T e reviewers also menvoned theantzay steren
Doping o Mostilmreviewers didnotesen discuss the ethnie stereotypes, and
The three who did barels tdentitied than Their tone was naver condemna

tors or cven particulaly ertical so much as ironie. Noreviews ot fidepan

Jor o 1 alluded 1o the racial subtents just one mentioned the word 87

fm deseribing Will S Characters, and none mentioned Urace” o1

Sracism T feveeptin tatkimg about the “human race” or Tahien rave ™)

A for noticing rhe sstes around Black Wit vnniiet e resens of

Vorsore manazed admost ennrels o avond them e wards ot

!
4o never appeared inany reviens Just one reviens menttoned the word

B i i deseribing Rod Tidwell tCuba Gooding Jro.and i quoting his hine

T lone Black people™ as funny: “Moments like these will bring down the

house”
(hat the filmoceasionally alludes to Black - White dotnes, but the eritic found

(Hachington Postrevies ), Toits eredir, at least this resies mentioned

its use of identity polities funny. Viewers saw a Black man repeatediy cavort-
ing around i uncomtortable resermblance to the cake-walking, dancine
“eoon™ stereonype of old! " as he chanted phrases like “1ove Black people.”

I ost in the laughs may have been the irony of this fine: Rod s never
shown loving anvone but himseliand his immediate tamihy he never evinees
am sobidarity with other Mrican \mericans. Inang case, the noton that an
audience composed Targely of Whites can innocently laughat suchan image
disturbingly denies the serious issues underlying the choices abour Black
identite confronting wealthy Afrivan Ymericans. DreMort has writren about
the fatsely comtoring, denial abetiing assumptions of mterracial comtort
and fricndship that intuse some films and teles iston shows  Rod's “1How
Black people™ proclamanion. with 1 supposition that we can all lauzh

together at race, providesa prime example. !

Itis not as it the troubling allusions to race relations in fevr
buried very deephy. When Rod decides to stick with Jerrvas hisagent (reh

inu, ke Carl Leein 4 Zane to Al and Steve in fudependence Day en White

v M v are

expertisel. Rod s brother derides hiny =\ \rican- Amercan man running
with a lietle ball, workimg for Whitc ownersand Wihitcagents It's theweonog
raphe of racism, .. Here thescreens riters tweak theintellectual erities of
race, sports, and culture. fnso doing arpuabls they trivialize the CTITICINTS
The sen
the market demands of AMfrican Ymcerican audiences! Duringa dinner seenc.

preven includes an observation on the tmage of Blacks in filmand

Marcee savs, So Tgo o secaso called ~Black™ film the other day

Bwenoy mimutes of commeg antractions. AH Black fiims, albviolent. T ralk

e ab seothers S 1 hr S
: ut brothers shooting hrothers, Weslev Snipes with auns the size of

anrhousc hilhing, blood flowing, cars crashine

TT_:L T_::; Z::L Z:_:_

Isthis allrhes thinh wewart osce” Comeon! Tenjmed S

nica hle eredi

Bur Marcee's behavior may vob her o such oredit. Shic often aots as i

Sl :
arch : :
barch i conrol of her emotions and wses vulearities freely, For ey umple

il
MWl U e

BUEICT GHAC & 2real Play on teievision, ther son, [ vson,

dances around and savs 1o his famils members > That's my mothertucker™
‘/._.:,?.r grabs hmvand admonishes: “Why don't vou be :7‘. firstman in ,:,,;:‘
family nottosav thatword® And then well Ter vou b e Several Lc..c:? pos
are bound up o this licde colloqua, Tes difficult to imagine the 3_:::;,?;..1
having the cute Whice hid in this film (Doroth :

Tvson™s antics recall the pickaninoy stercoty pe the Black child as rasealls

s ~on) say such a thine

comiv reliet " The fact that Tsson swears is an implicit indictment of his
M,x:é:_, and other relatives —of this Black tamils's values. And indeed _:.v
tore threatening Fyson only half-jokingly with physical punishment. the
mother savs all the men in che family speak in this off-putting fashion. Ot
course viewers of the film know thar rthis indictimen :::”_,/ the toul
::.:::E_ Marcee as hypoeritical. When responding to stingy contract
offers, she savs, *Please remove vour dick trom my ass!™ and .,i.‘:,_‘c CONNA
refect this shitns contracr. You're gonna play out vour existing shitts c:m:::

and go be a frecagent next vear and the helt with Arizona TThe use of
profane lnguage by unespected characters serves o distance and difier
entiate Blacks m many mios ies.

. None of the reviesers momajor newspapers esplore this hardh subiic
_A,F,:,_ subtest. This mav bean index to the discomfortin the wider Z,:::.c a
contronting the complestties ot racial alienation and stereorvpinyg head
o unless, perhaps, itis murderous old-fashioned racisn in :#, ,f,::,} the
sorttackledund denounced in . f Tone to Al Reviewers ot ! Time o \/&\ of
course, could hardlv miss the racial content of the film. Three :::hn;,:J
overwhehming focus on the White characters” perspective to the neglect of
the :_,.7.7, (.o, Roger Ebertin the Checago Sun-Times, 24 huly TEm:. Two
;.:_ n..::?:_irnz_:? exclusive concern with ,:,,:Ei,_.,if,_,::.?: holdsless
i.E::Z:cn inthe lives of most Blacks and W hites lives than most other con
temporary forms ot discrimination. Bur even witch this text 1o work 011, MOost

TEVICW OIS passe i :
wers passed over the problematic ractal themes,
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\lthoush movie reviewers are not academic film theorists and thetr
reader are not cimema stidios maiors s surprising how hite attenion e
1 Atrican dmeriaan stars

Gews paid to racial images inomovies that teator
md often commented direcih on Black White relanons Tor the reasons we
B e sugmested, reviewers may fail to notice these messaaes ot hehieve them

Fither wav, the absence of

1o be inappropriate material for commentar

More sensitiviiy in review g mas be hoth ssmprom and catse ot problem
1%

RN

J
demand i, Tollvwood would suddenly start disgorging a steady stream of
positive message movies. Weknow Samuel Goldse vaspoke tormostofhis o

dustrs when he said he'd usea Western Union telegram (nothismoviesjithe
wanted 1o send 4 message. Action dramas, sei-fextravaganzas, and farcical
comedies will remain 1ol wood staples. We anly wish to sugzest that re

viewers' fuilure to discuss the gratuitous and unconscious racial mareral
provides o useful indicator of the mainstream culture’s concerns —and

obliviousness. We turn now to our broader samples.

Cast Analysis

To see whether people of color are obtaining not merely « sthiliny but
alsocentrality intheinfluential characterizations ol Holty wood, weanaly zed
the race or ethnicity of the top ten cast members. as derermined by oflicul
cast listinas. M inthesisny three films grossiumore fhan =25 million dwrne
19961 Fhe films are sted mappendiy able V16 Thisamalysis isa tougher
undertaking than mas at tivst appear. Many filims center therr action on four
or five speakling parts. Eyenanactor listed sivth arseventhin the credirs may
appear on sereen for justa fuw nunutes and have only a handful of inesim
some cases this made it difficult for us even to determine the names of actors
(0 a flm, let alone their ethnicits, A the same time, this very problem
demonstrates why mere visibility in films cannot be equared with having a
noticeable or memorabie role that might influence andience perceptions.

Whites continue to dominate the casts of mainstream films: 496 ot the
1530 1ctors were Whire, 106 were Black, and 28 were Asian, Latino, or other.
Nincteen of the films listed exclusivels White actors in the top ren cast posi

tions: sis listed exclusively Blackiand one exelusivelv Asian, That fett thiroy
LN

sevenintegrated Bims withat Teastone non- W hite among the top ten billin

Although not our primary coneern, we dorwant 1o note before moving

on tolook closelvar Mrican \merican tmiges that ne mos ies featured @ ma-

jori Latineg cast an | B TajOr . i
] Latmo castand ondy one was majorite Asian. The fatter was Rinibic

dc Brosrya karare il starring martialareist Fackic Chan Thisis of course
the prorots prcal vole for Astan made stars. In the other flms where they did
appearinthe tpren vastrank the Asian actors plased carsors Paris, often as
assistants appearmy on sereen only bricthc ™™ Vost _.,5::% also tearured

rarelvowere confined to necanive or menial roles.

jma

Intwelveotthesinn three opmovies at 1996 41 Teast one Bl

Loy

had astarring (1.¢ e billine 1 o
had astarring (e wop three billing) role. And Black mules v ere reprosented

somewherein the top ten cast ranking forslishuy over halt ot all the £hns

albeitwhenthey starin tilms, the plots usually focus an SPOFTS. COINC, 0T Vit

fenee ™ There is o marked gender disparity in treatment of Black actors:
Black females receise most of their starring roles in movies with mosth
Black casts that cater to Black audiences ! Tust 27 percent of the flms :Lng
a Black female as a top ten cast member, about half the rate tor Black males
Over half {seventeen of thirty-three) of the Black wonen appaaring in :5.
ten positions did so 1njust four tilms —those with essentialiy all :r?,_, Caasts
T r?c were The Preacher’s Wife, Set [r Off. Waitine 1o \..‘:\.N,?\r and A Thun
Line Between Love and Hare?" For men these four films provided twenty -
three of the seventy - three appearances in the top ten cast positions, ,

‘ Black males received 1op billing in seven films., three of them niajorie -
White: Wil Smithiin Zndependence Day. Densel Washington in Courgoe (-
,\:.,\‘:.ﬁ and Sibad in Forse K/ The fact that three W ??. ;::::,:m; and
majoriy-aimed tilns could star Black persons and carn solid (in the case of
,\Ni “pendence Day, spectaculary returns at the boy otfice marks real prozress
Phese films were notabout race and their stars racial identine was ::.M,,Mc:;
to _.:c stories. Although some might criticize the ilms for ?L that reason -
.J..:‘_:w that the dominance of Whiteacrors and perspectives effaces the Blach
_Lr.d:h, of the Black stars  there is surels a positive function to showine
African Americans as just plain people ! )

When we caleulared the average cast rank of cach grou ich ¢
theoretically run from 1, the _::,_wci‘~:_~““r_mw,r_‘:~~ﬂ_v ,;_HAH_V,V:_H,A ,; y.:rr .
g ‘ . . we found tha
Blacks and Whites were not as far apart as one might expect. Black males
Zsrng aboutas highas White males, although Black females ranked lower in
theintesrated films than W hite fermales. 2 ,
Another way ot Tooking at the cast rankings is through the lens of money,

L thercarelan i :
rearclanonship between the number of Black actors in the top tenand
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ming over 823 nulhon an rhe

the hos oflice returns: Omisting the two exeeptional cises - Nutdy Prafossor
and Spccam, fantasy films loaded with specid eflects and starring vespee

tively the most pupular erossover” Black comedianinmovic history and ::,
::Z, popular asherball plaver in hisiory we hindan ,::4...:65 “Hpping
point.” Incsamining residental integration, s holars have ;_%.:,.E,c; :.r: a
mujories of W hites can acceptas many as about 23 pereent Blacks maneizh

bar g::m or school for at least say they can g Butaround 30 pereent we reach
aripping point when W hites are scared o2  Perhapsitis only comcidental,

i : ber : . astreaches 70
butas figure T Eshows, onee the numberof Whites i the top eastraa ;

pereent. the averaze bos office eross nearly doubles: and with nearly all-
et with i ten Whites i , : e is another

W hite films (those with nine or ten Whites in the top ten), v:,:r 15 d

jump up m resenues. e shaltreturn o this imphieit poliical econon ot

racial images in film.

O cupation and Role s

; . . . 1., . ar
The films provided anarron ranueof roles tormost Blicks Only onca

cuably portraved 1 Black mate chavacter i astarrine yole ol compleniny and

< Plaving o licurenan

colonehwho happened 1o

be Mrcan Vmerican, Washington was depiored as

both adunrabte and fawed, Yudicnces oo 1o know him more TG 1

his cuthentic bumanins than s usaaiiy the case with Blae

L character- i on

tncludime privie e television, with is distanecd. ide,

ras L
star Black characters

The mose trequently shown occupations amon

the 16 characters

plaved e Bliek acrors were mditars and police owents twon blue collar or

service workers feiehieen); and ahleres goeny OF the sis charact ers por

v ed @ o e DUSINCSSOS i d D s Tod s /

>
i

fimes mensioned carlier (Tun Lo, Preacher. See 1y O Hairoey and tour ot
five monowner) husiness evecutives are in the same films - This does suy

sestabenctitof films that serve the niche minorin audience: even if seen by
refatively few Whites, these tilms do challenge some stereotvpes. On the
other hand. the oecupational data also show the failure of maimstream ilm
fully toimtegrate Blacks mto a wide ranoe of roles,?? Incrdentally every one
of the five minority characters whose role was coded as “crimimal”™ was o
Latmo. That no top-ten ranhed cast member was a Black tor White) erimi

nalsuzgests thatmaking Latinos the bad guy s may expose flmmakers 1o less

danger of criticsm for stercotvping than would their choosig Blacks.

Behavior of Minority and White Characters in Film

Weanalszed behavior on four

dimensians that initial observation sue
zested might distinguish Black and White characters in these major relcases,
Our thinking was shaped m part by our tindings in teleyision news, enter-
tmment, and advertsing:

I Weexpected thar Blacks might be depicted as more violent and
more inneed of restraimt by responsible authorities than White characters,
ortaverage. We counted whether characters committed acts ot phavsical vio-
lence and how often they were physically restrained, handeutfed. or in jail

Readers may recall our finding that Blacks are more likels to be shown re

stramed in local news programs, and we swere curious to see whether the

same fearsome image of the Black male is repeated in film,
2

Anage old stercorype ot Blacks is hy persesuality, There were some
mdications in our ins estization ot television advertising that Black sexual-

Ty wasindeed more explotted, tor males it not females. We assessed in

vy



stances of characters having ses in bed or wirthout clothes and bensg

L issin

rlized versus imstances of Tragein
|

s, are protured as pure

CUATUSSIIY AN

Crdes was o rest whother Blacke,

ot hoed or nake

vaen onented racher than ARRRGE

nuriurinz minnace tnowhich ses

v close human relationsinp

i s sccondars

statudvand the close amale s o the threc tilms discussed carlie

\neerioan ¢ VATICTCrS Lo idse AT:,,

of status and aceeptabrhocand Black churactors seenmied disprope

vonarely fikels to utrer street protamities and o speak nonstandard Fnzlish,

evenwhen therr characters” socnal class and educanon would predict othe
wise Inassessing profanin, we counted only strone valzariny (oo moth
criacher™) notstandard cursing Cdamn™)

4. Despiie the success ofa handtul of Black actors (mosthy malesian
achievimy stardony in mainstream movies, tokentsmot the sort present in
advertisme contimues to be practiced i Hollvwood. A pilorstudy indicated
Ldisproportionare use of African Amertcans mroles where they might have
speahing ines vet play no partin advancing the story, By practicing rohen-
(st movemahers can include mimortny cast members withouwt traly incor
porating them into the narratives. Based on the piiot studs, we looked
spectfreally tor Blacks occupying entrs cuard or securtty agent positions

Theseare tunciionaries whospeak but have no naportant impact on the

ple

Uhis portion of the stud s based on analvsis of the top twenny five

mieves of 1996207 rescludime anumanon Bifmsic histed o appendin tabic
VoI T was impossible to test every possible dimension of behavior, and
we reconize that unmeasured elements of behavior might not show racial
ditferences, or mighreven show more negatn e White images than Black. We
submi this evidence as an ceffort te otfer quantifiable and svstematic evi
dence of Black W hne differences in movies. We do not represent the find
mes as detinit e, but as exemplars ot the kind of detaled content analvsrs
necessary to penetride 1o the deep, subtle level at which most racial image
making mn the medi now operates

Fleven elements of the narratives were coded To he coded, characters

had o utter at least one full sentence, have thetr names mentioned mn the

motie dialog: : : A tor 1
fedBiogue, orsomehow help torward the stor line. 1 Hameless

e oriwo seetes ad lines Tike “TG and =Yeah

WS N

coded, W here characiers Jid 1eet this st

vdard. their Iy

havior was

W hitea

codaed For Sctsns that . thouzht mishr divineaig

e The movies were coded ' -

raduare stadenis

PESthe percentanes should be

ﬁ?;:

Hon ot the cthinge wer

dutfcorences mthe size of the

shown m thic speained o

b4

Al ety

YT N - ; el P
calls the contrusis i portras als of Black fermates and Whine temuales, Con

st~ tor BLack muades and W hine nales 1 Husn
w tzure TE2 For those who want the details, numcerieal dats for bo
ders are displaved in appendiy table A 17

sated Bwoa st bar

aph
hoen

Fhe first row i that table shiom o

the numbers of characiors of cach .

. wp who qualiticd by beine named.
spuahinzasentence, and s orads aneine (he plot. ]

see that 240 \White characters mot
Atrican Americans acl

oohing onbvar this row, we
this standard, and thiriyv-aiy Black.
ncved considerable visibiling in the tilms, althouah itis

alsoclear that males predominate os er females.

Fhe rest ol appendin rable A 17 provides the data o test our iniijal o

T. B M
Chwnie M:

U2 Percent o i |
Perceniages or Black and White Male Characters Shown i Difer N Crttises




i SFemale Characrer v Terent Guse
Freare TES Percenrages of Black and Whure Female Characters Shown i Ditferer N

pectations by comparimy percentages of characters in the ditfterent edhnic
and eender groups that engages in cach ot the coded behaviors, Thus under

, e T and <37 hereent™ an
Black mate, for “Phvaical violence” the numibers 107 and 57 pereent ™ gy
pear. This means that ten of the twenty - seven named Black male characters

committed physical violence, Thar number represents 37 pereent of the

twenty seven Black males. By comparison. 46 percent of the 170 named

White males acted vielenty, Fooking spectfically at images ot violence and

restrant, a gender difference emeraes W hen 1 came to portraval as violent

or requiring mearceration or restramnt, at least i the top 1996 Hollvwood
flms. on average Black muades did not seem more violentdy wmclimed than
White Towever, Black females were markedls more violent than W hie,

percentage terms fve times more so, And they were nine umes more fikely 1o
be shown in condinons ot restrant. =33 pereent of Black female characrers
versus b pereent of White temales, This finding accords with other Z.L.:?
discussed below that suggest that movies portray Black females as less n:.g
lized than therr White counrerparts, Tess obedient 1o societal norms usualy

tollowed by women
a8

Theseeond postubare was that Blacks would be disproportionate

Saowirthm

crated with animplicitly animuad or biolocical sexuahty and |

rontnuc and sensitn e s ersions of afection and intim.e voAmain thereis par

tal support. agam with special respect with Black feniales, Depicrions in

scenes showing partial m

by ar emaphasizimg sexual stimulation of oiher

characters tand presunabl the audience) are caundent tor Blac

anud
White mules, but not tor temades, Fo ers Black woman was sevualised:

though White women were far more fikely to be depiered mthis suise than

White men, they were tar less sesualized than Dlack temales

husarzuably,

aditiniad gendar coles, the use of women as sesual objects, continues

Hollywood s 1op 1

ms - butespectally so for Black women

s foractualls portraving sevual acts, both Black miales and temales
were much more likely to have sey than their W hite counterparts. Based on
ouradmitted]s limited sample, this findmz sugzesis that Holh wond depicts
Blacks as more sexually driven on avers ge than Whites, perhaps because
Almmakers assume audicnces expecet this of Black characiers This tracks
witha general conclusion that Black characters are more likely onaverage o
violate what might he thought of as middle - class cons entions ot sobriery and
restraint. We can speculate that some Whires' pereeptions of Blacks as luck
ingin middle-class virtues. as lazy and unwilling o work hard for suceess,
may receive fortification from the subtle contrasts in mosic characteriza
tions. Such perceptions were evident in our own intem jcws and in national
surves data. Black characters seemmore likelv onaveraze toseek and recejy ¢
immediate physical eratification. White audicnces know fron the news that
Black women in particukar bear children out of wedlock at comparativeh
high rates, reitorcing such | impressions. We can conclude nothine deting
tive, but the ditferences are consistenily-in the direction ot graater Black
sexualiny,

On the other hand, lookingat depictions ot characters in nonsexual inti-

Macy, measured by uttering the phrase 1 ove vouTorengazing innonscaual
hugei g, Kissing, and cares sing, ditferences berween Blacks and Whitesare
not consistent. If° anyvthing, Blacks are shown 1o be more alfectionate than
Whites This image could counteract. at least in part, the im pheations of all

the sexualization. In this sample, asin the adverrising 12:7 no mstances of

Interracial sexuality or nonsexual inting v occurred.-

Turning now 10 language use, we suggested that Blaicks would ¢ngage in

E:_:G::r more profanity and ungrammatical speech than Whites, The

pertinent data from appendiy table A 17 reveal striking contrasts. Black

males were more profanc than White males. though a majority of hoth used
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profanity in thissample of movies. MEbutone of the Black temales swore, 89
porcent. compared with 17 percent of White females, The dispanties m

T

crammatical usage were evenreater e tact barels any White characrers

/H‘:L)r

fitding

ammatically conrpared sarh around halt rhe Blacks, Part ot s

o porirad fess-educared characiers

vy be due to Blacks tends

Stk as areads noted, we tound evamples of Blacks with ineh educanon us
me ungrammatical, perhaps stereots pially “ehero™ speakine stvles. And

cven it oceuapational ditferences partialiv esphun the diferences i lanzuage

use, this patiern nonetheless constructs Arican Ymericans as occupsing 4

difterent, quite separate caliural universe from Furo Americans Piimmak
ers many behieyveaudiences, :_,_; as wellas Whire, expeet Vrican Amertean
characters o speak in cortam wavs and would notrelare to them as typreally,
recoenizably “Black™ it they spoke differenthe A the same e thas difier-
enceinsymbolic behavior depicts Blacks as possibly less restramed, Jess goy
crned by middle class conventionalits, which parallels the disproportonate
sevuality antributed 1o Blacks. ="

Our final expectation concerned the deprction of Blacks in menial roles
Movies show cab drivers, cashiers, clerhsostreetvendors and so forthin pro
fusion. but thevare rarely given lines to speak. fetalone a name. That is why
we chose 1o look speciticalls arentry and security guards, which prelimimar
stedy revealedasatrequentassignment for Mrican Americanactors, Socieny
depends apon security guards, trusts themeand thus there s a positive con
ponent to the image ot aminorits personin that position. On the other hand.

casting a Black in this role smacks of rohenisme it earnsa ilmaaker eredit tor

cthnic diversity withoutaftecting the overall plotdevelopment or markenng
appeal Inany case. the hypathests was stronghy confirmed: tulls biteen of
the twenty three guards shown m the sampled s were Black

Asin prime-time television interracil intnaey wis missing from most
films. Onhv work or professional relationships developed across racial

o : .
lmes. ™ Awain, romance across ractd boundaries was absent. ' even when

film conventions would otherwise ead one to expect it Thus inseveral ma
jor studio productions of the T990s 4 Black male wath fegal aurhoriy assists
or works closely witha vutnerable White woman. Examples include Samuel
1. Jackson's refationship to Geena Davisin The Lowy K Goodnighe Mot
gan Preeman’s to Ashley Juddm Ans e Grrls, Denzel Washington's to Juli
Robertsin The Pelican Brict and Wesles Snipes™s with Diane Lane in Mir-

a0 16000 Al chastely avoided romance. The presence of Black men s

competent professionals with trusting refationships to Winte women does

mark an importantadvance. but the absence of rom

ance berween the leadine
manand woman wherea thousand W Bite mos ies has e inserod it ,./.n::::.:.r
theendurig racial distance. 1 hese examiples of Blacks™ continuine culiural
linunalis provide afintine note on which t conclude

Conclusion

Vs wesardan the ourset ilay s an intricare site ot cultural expression
about race. By combiming qualitarive esam ples with quantitative mert

foranalyzme content usually a

odds
apphed onlyv ro news, this chaprer aempts to

capture the complicated Havor of race im.: wes in Hollvwood's most popular

movies. Hollvwood has improved fis contributions o race refations signiti-
cantly over the past thirty vears, But the dominant movic tnages of Blacks

still ereate voids where White view ers might porentially find more consistent

challenges and correcrives. Different hinds of mosies could nurture the

morc positive side of Whites” ambivalent [e dgers, their empathy, hope, and
carning for connection. We do not mean to suggest that having bie-hudeer
movies with African Americans as “positive role models™ and rr,._.:cw i,r,:,_:
plexity would by itself significantly alier race relations. Rather, the scarcin
of such films records as it contributes to the persistence of misunderstand

mg.stereoty pes,and animosity,

We reconnize the complicated tash that the lm industr Vo taces, Part of

the reason for the movie imig 1wes of Blacks Tavin the way stercoty preal mos e

representations interact with human perception. Inasensc, cach memberof
the ethnic group bears the burden of representing his or her entire categor
Forsome film viewers, if a characrer contorms N any wav to neeatiy /:,__,Qw‘
13 pes, that s what they will notice and remember: they will disregard am
nonstercotypical qualities the same character demonstraes, , ,
There may be no easy solution to this conundrum. Market pressures
loom ¢ven largerin the readm of movies than injournalism. It mas be unreal-
ISTIC to expect films aming tor the swidest possible audience —the kind that
constituted our sample-—t0 be much different from what thevare, Movies
with more complicated and varied representations of minorities do ge
mude, but thes generally donot break through the 823 miilion caating set for
thesample. Oteen markered as it ‘they willondy appeal toa minority audience.
such movies can hecome vietims of studio evecurives' unimaginative, self-

E_::Eq
prophecies. Frank Price. tormer head of Columbia Pictures, ¢x-
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ton in the phas cofumm and nearly evervthing else

cot bdirector fohn ] Sn
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Jer stidio exeettiy e, tee president of developrient, observed
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Lameeting ahour abie o e senpt doesn el tora black o

1 oross ot ninds to put samebods blackon

vy Character it realls doesn

[ ot racisnn, thoush I ovsure Ciats what evervone wants to callhin. But

Al white movies sl There's no blacks inSaving Provare Rvan”or " here’s

N R t {
Something Aot Mars, and thes sold atthe bos ofhice, Sothere’s nosaloto!

N i iRy
meentive tomahe chanees, Foswrong, butrhar's the realin

Perhaps the studio bosses are correcty mavbe films teaturing too serious d
Black subject or oo mam Black actors can only appeal to minority audi
ences, [Fso. the economies dictates another vicious cireles low projected rev-
entes from a himired audience dictates lower spending on production and
marketing, which vields lower audience appeal — and lower revenues. ™
Yer surveys stggest that Blacks and Tatinos may make up about one
third ot the ::.;:. soing audicnee. ™ This points toanother problem: the v

cious virele may be compounded by restricted demand for serous, nuanesyd

mosics among all cthnic groups. Tust beeatse a minoriny group faces sertous

probicnis in the United States docs not mean ity members will have nore
somber tastes ar the bos otfice than the majority group. Inrecentyears,ase
vies of thoushtful and provocatis ¢ nim-about the Mrican American expen
ence, such as Roscmood and Get o the Bus. have done poorly at the box offiee
even among Blacks. At the same time, pure entertainment fare Tihe Booty
Catland Set 1 O senerated major tinancial rerurns, largely from African
Anericans, Whites usually spend the Jargestshire of thetr ticket money on
fess challenging entertainmentas well Hindeed minorits groups have sim
Lar entertainment preferences to the dominant group, then serious Almsmas
neser attain the distribution and influence we might like.

Ironicaliv.an clement of cultural commonality betw een ethnicminort

and majorins groups  shared raste tor ight entertainment - may work to

. - U
reintoree percephions of culrural difference by creating marhet prossures th
RER

discouraze flmmahers fron onving minorities wider ranging voles mit

appeal movies, Burat least mothe current ens ironment, Blachs tthough not

Astns or Fatinosy regularly star in mass-ortented tilhms, Morcoser, seri

niche market ilms featuring mimority perspectives do get made and seen,
although mostls by minorits group members Tompros e this situation will
require interest and cooperation from audiences. not qust from the Alm
industry

In this recard, the experience of 7he Proacier's Tye man be doletully in
struci e Padeick Groldstetn sortees chan this Bin was o kind of “erear W hite
hope™ tor ol wond. ™ Made by the highly successtul Disney studio with
the fargest budgetever toranalb-Black picture tover soOmillion ). Preccher s
Hoafe was directed by proven box otfice winner Penny Marshall (a W hice
woman) and starred two Afncan Americans of established stature amone
Whites and Blacks, Denzel Washington and Whitmes Houston. Disney
“earetully positioned The Preacher s THifeas acozy famils ilm promoting the
universal themes of romance and redemption”™ and the studio was “deter
mincd to make the film appear as safe as milk.” Disney boosted the film's

chances with “a heavily promoted Houston soundtrack.”™ With Preacher’

Hife the hope was to challenge the prevailing belief in FHollvwood thar *films
without White stars sull attract only Black audiences. ™

Betore the movie was released. Time quoted Whitney Houston herself
assaving " What'ssoalien about us? Fdon tunderstand why there's suchabig

thing about all-Black casts. ['ve seen movies with all-W hite casts. . s a

N

movie. Father vou like itor vou don’t.”* In the end. Preacher's Hige wound

up zrossing 331 million at the bov ottice dess than § T Line Betiween Loze
and Hate or Ser 11 Off; farces tareeted more narrowly 1o Black audicnces,
These figures suggest that very few Whites went to see Preacher's e de
spite all that it had going for it and not all thar many African Americans,
The market has sent a strong message to the ilm siudios: nuhing a big bud
getall-Black film ts a risky proposition indeed.??

Asimplesurvey of the top bov-otfice hits 011999 reveals continuiny wirh
1996, Four of the top twenty-tive mosies (excluding three animated fea-
tures) showeasea Black man inastarring role (top- three billing), AMlare one-
dimensional characters in wimmicky, violentmovies ( The Matrv, Boild 1004
West, Entrapment. and De 'p Blue Sea). Lavwrence Fishbourne plavs a rebel,
Will Smith a hired gun, Ving Rhames a crooked FBI man. and Samuel 1.
Tackson a brilliant entrepreneur who is also adeprar fighung genetically en-

gincered, vicious sharks. Nonc of the top nwenty-tive films starred a Black
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P renee as ajewel thict ranked mwenty sl an the o otfice m these

o bddie Murphs
I

calouiatons e an integraed comedy sty

nee. and Obiba Babarunde as convicrs, was the highest

Jhirty festnin s hich Blacksoccapied all threc toproles Phetopmovie with

vl all Black cas

Biohest -carnine teatare witha Black
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1 starrig role was e Ao Vor s s nialhon o ity thard
U Sy

Licer Rosemibima Jie Proacing proin it atenipt todeal with contempn

Vs one

vary Atrican \erican hite s arcabistic and nuanced swas, e s
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s ith mostiv Black casts thatdonot tea-
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ture v tolence tor Fddie Murphyy cannot earn more than about 340 million
Demouraphics inereasingly create market prossures for inclusieness
Projection indicate that by 2000 one third of the TS populanion will be
non W hite: by 2030, there mas not be amajorit racial or ethnie group (ie.
W hites wiil cw,:,:::c Jess than 30 percent and no other areup will mahe up
move than 3 percents. ' Since Blacks and Tatmos alveady const :Ew a Ey
proportionate share of the bov oflice audience, the m:::n:cm of mimori
rastes on Hollvwood  already felt in the trequent casting of Black males
(suchas W cy_c‘,/ Snipesand Wil Smith during the 19905 inaction fims for
vouns male audiences  will grow. Bevond this, a large portion of Holly-
‘/,::;,/ ey enues. i some cases more than halts arises trome forerzn markets
The majority of the world s non-3W hite, mam nations audiences are non

W hite.and ethoic and racialinclusiveness should only faciiiare prohabilit

i mam overseas marhets Todeed. as the movie and video production

mdustrics i foreion couniries grow and become more competitne wi
the now dominant American imdustry, i mas make ranonal business sense
tor Hollhowood 1o attend more cardfuth to non White audiences In this
wan, thereis the potential for the externalities of Hollvwood profit-scehingto

rurn more positive. The path to hizhest pronts migh lcad through even

i 1 et ima Plael
areater ethnic diversite, and that could spiil over inro casting Blacks and
other minoritics m a erearer variets of roles and films. Some of them are
bound o ofter (like Coprare £ s Freithe kinds of nuanced images of zen

N N o . 1 1
wine humanits that night contribute 1o racial comity — understanding o

place ot denialand rejection, aeceptancy i place of fear and stercotvpe

I2 Reflecting on the End

of Racial Representation

tises s iscrelationshipssand commumication sivns we have docu

mented enmergd from a tong cultural tradition mothe U nited Stares
Fhoy also arise trom an inherent human tendency 1o form croup ident
ties Inwriting a book exploring the media's role i all this we do not mean
unduls to emphasize their culpabilicn, We have souzhe a better understand
mg ot how media may unintenonally reinforee the negative tendencies in
racial croup dynamics. evenas they also contribute 1o positive movement in
some respects. We have emiployed the media as a kind of leading fndicator, a
barometer of cultural change and variability in the arena of race. Tn this
chapter we summarize our findings and their possible stenificance and
suggest a nes goal (or end) for media operations in the realm of race: en
couraging audiences and media producers alike to become more critically
self-aware as they deal with the calture’s racial signals, Such activ i would
serve notonly the soctab interestin racial comity, but the media’s long term
cconomic interests as well And it would set the stace for an eventual cessa-
ton - an end in the other sense —to color consciousness, for arrival at the
tme. however tarof. " when “race’

nolonger holds meaning for media pro
ducers and their audiences.

Benedier Anderson's work on “imagined communities™ helps explain
the cuttural-cognitive process that draws the lines between sroups, Al
community s imagined; as Anderson shows, this was (rue hundreds of
vearsago when the carliest mass media, by creating common informarion
space. enabled eollective group consciousness to ranscend ceographic
space and become national identitv.” Today, the same processes operate:
common identitication is shaped by mediated images of who constitutes
aue’sown people and nation. Testands to reason that Blacks media Images

will be critical in determining the degree to which African -

\mericans are
magined by White Americans (and ¢ven by themselvesy 1o be part of the
communiry,
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