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 The social constructs of gender, race, and ethnicity directed the way the media portrays a 

character and how one can be represented in the media. Diversity is often a goal for television 

shows, yet it falls through when the show only features black characters that are lighter than a 

paper bag. Colorism is the grandchild of racism. It is a newly coined term that many ignore and 

forget about. Even our textbook does not have a chapter dedicated to this issue. Colorism is a 

social issue that is overlooked by the media yet it is continued to be implemented by the media 

every day.  

 Colorism does not have a defined definition since it has only been noticed within the past 

50 years. Writer and social activist Alice Walker is the person who is often given credit to the 

definition. In the In Search of our Mothers’ Gardens, Walker defined colorism as the 

“prejudicial or preferential treatment of same-race people based solely on their color” (Tharps, 

2016). In the African-American community, there is an obvious preference for lighter skin due to 

white supremacy and the impact of slavery. Colorism dates back to slavery when mixed-raced 

slaves and lighter-skinned slaves were allowed to work in the house. Throughout history, light-

skinned black people were given better positions and roles. Originated in New Orleans, the 

brown paper test became the deciding factor who was allowed in social events (Mernin, 2018). 

The test no longer exists physically, but its after-effects linger still in American media and 

everyday life.  



 

 

 America is, as Wesley Morris describes it, a country that has forever been trying to 

legislate the lines between whiteness and nonwhiteness…” (Morris, 2018, p. 86) Colorism 

creates a bias toward lighter skin and whiteness. The color white is constantly reinforced as the 

best or most pure color in the media. “Dyer noted how in media culture white women are often 

bathed through soft white light that represents them as pure, divine, and angelic” (Dyer, 2017, p. 

119). This idea of the lighter, the better creates an issue in minority communities due to their 

skin color. Throughout history, the rejection of dark skin has been noted. The media constantly 

feeds this through both racism and colorism. The non-whiteness of a black person is noticeable, 

but if they are light enough to mirror whiteness then it’s acceptable. America’s first black 

president was a biracial man who benefited from colorism and his biracial identity. President 

Obama’s campaign is a prime example of how colorism creates the “okay” black person. He was 

not too dark and was not seen as a problem or no fit for the role. He was white enough looking to 

win over crowds. A Washington Post writer, Max Ehrenfreund brought attention to a study that 

analyzed “negative ads targeting President Obama in 2008 [that] depicted him with very dark 

skin, and that these images would have appealed to some viewers’ racial biases” (Ehrenfreund, 

2015) In opposing political campaigns, President Obama’s skin was manipulated to be darker 

and then associated him with criminal activity. This shows how colorism manipulates its way 

into our media. 

 Turning on the television to several black-centric shows reveal how colorism is rampant 

today. In the early days of Hollywood, there was limited to no role for African-Americans. When 

roles became available, lighter-skinned actors were preferred for more prominent roles. Roles for 

darker-skinned individuals generally played on or amplified racist stereotypes (Farrow, 2019). 

Today, roles are more available for darker African Americans, yet colorist stereotypes remain. In 



 

 

some of the most popular and notable black sitcoms, there are plentiful examples of colorism. 

Beloved shows like “Martin,” “The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air,” “Living Single,” and even 2000’s 

Disney Channel cartoon, ‘The Proud Family.” A common trope is when the dark-skinned 

character would be belittled or ridiculed or the woman would be called ghetto, ugly, did not have 

a nice job, or play the angry black lady or hypersexual black woman trope. Meanwhile, the light-

skinned character educated, pretty, kind, an airhead and have a good job. The media continues to 

perpetuate colorist stereotypes that have been around since the beginning of Hollywood. Most of 

it has been gone unnoticed by television viewers since it is interwoven in America’s history.  

 Even when dark-skinned black women can achieve higher positions in society, they still 

experience colorism. Outside of the black community, dark-skinned women face discrimination 

and micro-aggressions in the media. One victim of modern colorist slander is Serena Williams. 

Though Williams is one of the best athletes on the planet, she still receives tons of bad press for 

most of her actions on court and outside that criticize her body. From her body being mocked by 

fellow tennis opponents to animalistic character drawing, Serena Williams has received spiteful 

misogynoir and colorist press throughout her whole career. “[T]he Williams sisters have been 

subjected to the ‘gender-specific images that deem black bodies as less desirable if not downright 

ugly” (Collins, 2004, p. 104). Williams’s body is truly a black body and it is ridiculed for being 

too masculine despite her being an athlete. Her lighter and white competitors are not criticized as 

much for their bodies as Williams is. The famous tennis star’s dark skin color evokes society’s 

prefixed preference for lighter skin by breaking the box dark skin is put in. Williams’s 

achievements show that no matter high a dark black female is in life, she will be reduced down 

to only having dark skin.  



 

 

 The American media reinforces the effects of colorism through microaggressions and 

stereotypes in all realms of mediums. From music to sports coverage, colorism can be seen. 

Colorism is a fairly new sociological term despite its presence in history. With its now 

acknowledgement, colorism can be eliminated. The 2018 Marvel film Black Panther has 

defeated stereotypes of dark-skinned people and brought attention to several actresses and actors 

in Hollywood. The media can improve shade representation to create an authentic inclusive 

community.  

 

 
  



 

 

Diversity Everywhere But Media Ownership 

 Capitalism found its way into the American media right under our noses. Media 

companies are like other for-profit companies by prioritizing capital gain over anything else. 

With media companies being eaten up by bigger corporations who are owned by a few, they are 

fewer ways for the media ecosystem to experience quick change. Those in underrepresented 

groups who are in the media have to dilute themselves. Since media companies are merging 

together and buying competitors out, there should be a concern of how potential oligarchic and 

monopolistic practices can prevent diversity in media. 

 Media companies are always looking out for the next company they can buy or merge 

with theirs to prevent competition. Most mainstream companies are wiping away any chance of a 

new media company to emerge. Media ownership became concentrated in the mid-2000s, with 

the five top companies being Time Warner, Walt Disney Company, Viacom, News Corporation, 

and Bertelsmann” (Bagdikian, 2004, p. 23). These companies have more influence over what 

messages and kind of information people consume. These companies oversee music, movies, 

televisions, radio, magazines, and newspapers. Even book publishing has only five main 

publishers: HarperCollins, Penguin Random House, Simon & Schuster, Hachette Book Group, 

and Macmillan. These publishers also have smaller imprint under their name and contribute to 

the distribution and printing of some independent publishers. Then, these publishers are even 

owned by huge media companies, such as CBS Corporation owning Simon & Schuster. Most 

people will not notice that these divisions are owned by the same company due to the various 

names of their products. For example, Time Inc. owns HBO, Warner’s Brothers, and CNN. A 

media consumer will not know at first hand that one single company owns multiple businesses. 

This creates a limited view and representation of what people receive in their media.  



 

 

 Limited representation in the media results in a small outlook of what and who can be 

seen on television. The less diversity in higher executive positions means that fewer people in 

minority groups will be represented in the media. These executives choose people who select 

who can be featured in the media, such as a judge on television or a radio show. Representation 

across the higher and lower areas in the media matter. The lack of diversity at that level of media 

ownership surprisingly trickles down to the lower levels. In 2001, BET lost its status as a black-

owned business after “media conglomerate Viacom Inc. acquired…for more than 2.3 billion in 

stock” (Beltran, 2000). BET is one of the many businesses that has bought by one of the massive 

media companies. Yet, BET’s example can play into how it did not fail and whitewash black 

entertainment. Black people still can speak out and demand accurate representation on the 

channel even in a time where it is simple to commodify black issues.  

 With few people owning media businesses, there should also be a concern about who is 

in control of what is being commodified and commercialized and why. Commodification is a 

term to describe the “ongoing expansion of commercial exchange into all areas of human 

activity, gradually turning all human intercourse into a ‘universal market’ (Braverman, 1974, p. 

71). The commodification of media like listening to the radio and watching television profits 

these companies. Companies have taken leisure activities and use them to fit into a certain 

audience. Critics throughout history have disapproved of commercialization and 

commodification due to its process of stripping the contents’ original, unique aspects with 

something that meets a mainstream audience. Subcultures such as the American and British punk 

rock movements, hip-hop in the last decades of the 20th century and the ‘60s Flower Power 

movement have been commodified greatly. These movements were watered down into fashion 

styles and trends, character archetypes for television shows and books, and music. The 



 

 

subcultures’ main goal or purpose was to stand out against the hegemony to bring light to a 

political or social issue. They are now pushed into a diluted version of what they were to be 

profitable for a company. New outlets simplified their missions and “depict them as innocuous 

adolescent rebellion, blunting the class and political content of their message” (Bustch, 2018 ,p. 

73). As the hegemony begins to accept this version of a group, their message is deformed and 

appropriated. The media picks what pieces are acceptable for their audience. Since there is not a 

specific term to describe the movements, the media labels them as a resistance. It creates a more 

politically charged, forceful reputation. Defusing the subculture prevents its original message or 

stance from being understood once it becomes hits the mainstream.  

 The way that media companies can commodify media coverage of subcultures should 

also raise awareness of who is in control of it and why are certain subcultures being diluted for 

profit. The manipulation of the media has under the rug for decades in American. Hebert Schiller 

argued that the American corporate voice, in this case relating to media company’s profits, “has 

been generalized so successfully that most of us do not even think of it as a specific corporate 

voice” (Schiller, 1989, p. 32). The lack of media ownership taking place over needs to be looked 

at with suspicion. If the subculture’s ideas are against what the owners or higher executives of a 

media company, then they can modify the group’s message into a diluted one for a profit with 

sabotage or support the subculture by bringing light to their cause. Certain media companies 

must relate to their branding and political alliances. The lack of media ownership can make 

media outlets sway in one way in social and political movements.  

 The concentration of media ownership raises several issues ranging from ethics to 

diversity. If only a few companies can own many forms of media, they can craft an idea of what 

and how audiences view the world. The media can push for the diversity of minority groups or 



 

 

not. As they continue to buy more companies, their branding and agendas can easily leave out 

groups or profit from a diluted version of a subculture.  

 

 
  



 

 

Women and the Never Ending Cycle of Being Good Enough 

 Over the past 50 years, drastic changes have made to how the way women and men have 

been represented. Men have always been seen as the breadwinner, especially in the earlier 20th 

century. Once more women settled into the workplace in the 1960s and 1970s, they soon brought 

home part of the income and climbed the corporate chain. However, when a man holds a higher 

position at their job, their flaws are disregarded and ignored, while a woman is immediately 

critiqued to be either fit into a mold or have their human flaws exposed. A woman in a higher 

position in society is ridiculed more often than a male in the media, ranging from fictitious Star 

Trek guest stars, famous athletes and reality television stars.  

 The constant critique of women can be traced back to the origins of Cosmopolitan 

magazine in the 1960s. Helen Gurley Brown aimed her best-selling books at “women enter[ing] 

the male dominated profession” (Howe, 1977, p. 159).  Despite challenging the status quo for 

women back, yet Brown still left out a decent amount of women across race and class. There 

were factors and strategies for women to become an ideal woman and wife. Her standards were 

“rooted in male visions of idealized femininity and consumer solutions” (Berger, 1972, p. 161). 

A working-class woman remained a human that needed to be critiqued to please a male’s fantasy 

and dream. There was not much consideration of what a woman wanted. This identity of the 

“Cosmo Girl” also relied heavily on both classist and elitist ideals. It forced women into 

“enter[ing] a path of success [that] stressed the conventional motto of hard work…but also 

required covert strategies and performative behaviors” (Ouellette; 2018, p.161). Ouellette’s 

observation brings light to how women no matter how high they climb the social and work 

ladder, there are requirements to meet a certain ideal. A woman can never be enough.  



 

 

 In the late ‘60s and ‘70s, Star Trek was one of the most popular shows on television. It 

included progressive messages that were ahead of their time, such as giving purposeful, main 

roles to people of color and women. While Star Trek displayed innovative plotlines, they also 

fell into the crack of giving a woman a high position in society and having a distracting flaw. 

Star Trek’s fandom pointed it out. A fan writer, Pamela Rose, said, “When a woman is a guest 

star on Star Trek, nine out of ten times there is something wrong with her” (Rose, 1977, p. 48). 

Unlike their male counterparts, a woman was not capable to complete their task without an 

emotional breakdown. They were referred to as girls instead of women. “Network executives, 

however, consistently fought efforts to break with traditional feminine stereotypes, fearing the 

alienation of more conservative audience members” (Whitefield & Roddenberry, 1968, p. 66). 

Still, in the ‘70s, viewers were not ready to see a woman holding a high position alongside a 

male. They had to water down a strong independent woman due to sexism. Fans were continued 

to call out sexism, especially in the fanfiction writing community. Camille Bacon-Smith has 

estimated that “more than 90% of all fan writers are female” (Bacon-Smith, 1986, p.66). Women 

watching the show wanted a woman who was strong enough to hold a position like no one else 

before. Meanwhile, the male characters in Star Trek were seen as captains, while the women 

were only seen as women.  

 Outside of the fictitious world, women in the media are given harder standards and 

ridiculed quicker than men. Tennis champion, Serena Williams, has been under constant 

mockery since she began playing as a teenager in the late ‘90s. Williams’s career has been 

tainted with misogynoir in the most extreme forms. Serena Williams has won more Glam Slam 

champions than any woman or man and three gold medals at the Olympics. She is regarded as 

one of the best athletes on the planet, however, she is met with tons of criticism about her body 



 

 

and behavior. Men of the same sport do not gain the same attention. Serena Williams is under a 

magnifying glass when it comes to the media and press. Women’s tennis is usually always on a 

heavy monitor unlike men’s. “‘Pornographic eroticism’ is particularly prominent in media 

coverage of women’s tennis, where many players’ physiques and performances are monitored 

for ‘excess’” (Harris & Clayton, 2002, p. 101). Even one of the best tennis players in the world 

can not escape the exhaustion of sexism and the heterosexual, cisgender white male’s idea of a 

perfect woman. A woman that has power is a threat to a man.  

 In the past ten to fifteen years, reality television has taken regular women and placed 

them in the spotlight. Instead of being portrayed as the businesswomen or ideal housewives, they 

are shown as incomplete women with alcoholism problems and difficult family issues. The 

women are shown as “neglecting their private duties as mothers” (Lee & Moscowitz, 2018, p. 

135), putting an ironic twist to the archetype of the housewife. The women in Bravo’s Real 

Housewives Series are either married to a wealthy husband or made their own businesses. Instead 

of focusing on how they gained their wealth, the show displays how the women are bad at being 

mothers. “[V]iewers are invited to critique these women as mothers who have chosen their 

superficial lives over the development of their children (Vavrus, 2007, p. 140). The housewives 

are critiqued for living their lives the way they want to while their husbands are never in the 

picture. A show with men doing the same as the women (gossiping, taking trips, and socializing) 

did not last long. Society and media prefer to keep women in their place no matter how much 

wealth they gain or what social class they are in. At the end of the day, the media needs to 

reaffirm that women always need to be critiqued.  

Women can not escape the subtle criticizing and negative portrayal even at the peak of 

their life and career. One would think that a woman with power and money can no longer be 



 

 

a victim of sexism, but it is not true. The media creates articles and shows to remind the 

world that women are never enough. No amount of money can escape prejudice. Whether it 

is internal or external, a woman is never enough and the media continues to push this 

narrative.  
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