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Preface 

Years ago I attended a friend’s wedding rehearsal dinner, and after noticing that 

save for the staff I was the only person of color attending the soiree (and understanding 

that the staff were practically invisible as it was and therefore did not count from the 

onset), I set out to be myself—just a smidge more demure. I sat with my party at a very 

large round table just as another group of young (er) people asked if they could join us. 

Welcoming the new company, we began to chat, and at some point later in the evening, 

one of the men confessed that his dream was to become the mayor of a large city. After 

first discussing the smaller cities that might embrace him as mayor, he told me about the 

oft-times ridiculous ordinances in small towns. After hearing his story about viewing an 

official city regulation handbook courtesy of a “stika,” I was intrigued. First of all, what 

was a stika? I tried to guess by way of context clues and descriptions and imagined a 

police officer or a city worker. Giving up the guessing game, my friends and I decided to 

ask, and the group laughed and told me that it was their alma mater’s secret society. One 

of the women at the table laughed and said it was short for “swastika.”  

 At that moment I went from deeply engaged and jovial to shocked. But I never 

said a word—I just looked surprised. At that moment the woman said to me, “Oh no, no, 

no…not that kind of swastika,” and then after a beat, “Don’t kill the messenger.” In five 

minutes I went from a supposedly blended individual to a potentially violent black 

woman who, after cursing her, might have reached across the table in my jersey-knit 

Grecian style dress and choked her with one of my many gold bangles or might have 

stabbed her with my butter knife. Or I might have just called her a racist—which she was 

expecting. Her embarrassment matched mine because I perceived that the joint contract 
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the dinner table party had unconsciously agreed to was that of my racial non-recognition, 

and the minute she uttered “swastika” the contract became null and void. I became visible 

as a potential aggressor. It was not my doing or by my choice; rather it felt like an outing 

or the ripping away of my invisibility cloak. While the whole experience outraged my 

friends, my powerlessness in that situation was present albeit benign because ultimately I 

lost nothing, and I walked away mostly unscathed—mostly. 

 This is one of many stories I could tell and represents the personal underpinning 

of this entire project. I have an axe to grind against colorblindness as a society’s way of 

literally choosing not to see the world.  Individuals who practice this normative social 

deficiency do not perceive the other until that other is unexpectedly recognized as a 

threat.  Moreover, I believe colorblindness is not only problematic but wrong because it 

does not remotely aspire to the ideals of fairness. I cannot be colorblind because that 

would mean denying myself. As Patricia J. Williams asserts, the failure to deal with the 

devastating effects of colorblindness can lead to a “self-congratulatory stance of preached 

universalism”: 

“We are the world!” “We are the children!” was the evocative, full-throated 
harmony of a few years ago. Yet nowhere has that been invoked more 
passionately than in the face of tidal waves of dissension, and even as “the” 
children learn that “we” children are not like “those,” the benighted creatures on 
the other side of the pale.1 

Williams’s quote is powerful because it speaks to the double consciousness of people of 

color who, on the one hand, want to belong and desire to believe in the collective “we” 

but who, on the other hand, also recognize that the cost of joining is that their difference 

cannot be acknowledged and, what is more, that even to suggest that difference might be 

                                                
1 Patricia J. Williams, Seeing a Color-Blind Future: The Paradox of Race, (New York: Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux, New York, 1997), 5. 
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important would transform them into instigators of racial division. The paradox is clear: a 

message of universal good will renders people of color invisible.   

  A second important observation from the stika story is how, until the moment the 

white woman uttered “not that kind of swastika,” they saw me, or cast me if you will, in a 

“normative” role. I am sure she noticed I was black but chose not to reflect on it or 

discuss anything that would endanger our silent contract.  Her faux pas was most likely 

because she simply forgot who sat at her table and not because of malice. Yet her 

forgetfulness is a privilege and should be treated as such. The issue was not just that I 

was black—it was the historical context associated with my blackness that ultimately 

startled her and made her defensive. The reality that we had been ignoring, that we were 

and are recipients of our respective and collective histories, abruptly presented itself. 

Moreover, my racial invisibility was contingent upon several factors: how I “looked,” 

how I spoke, and what I said. 

This story not only highlights many of the themes I will explore in subsequent 

pages of this dissertation but also demonstrates the dynamics that make this project 

difficult for me to manage -- emotionally, interpersonally, and philosophically. 

Articulating what appears to be a phenomenon of well-meaning blindness is dangerous.  

Talking about race equals risk, especially when it may seem to accuse people of “not 

seeing” it; this claim goes beyond issues of legal or political discrimination to the realm 

of personal interactions where everyone wants to believe they think and behave justly.  I 

censure myself at every turn because of fear or paranoia or something in between. 

Talking about race is, for me, akin to a game of Russian roulette: I imagine a single bullet 

is in the gun, thus my odds of a clean escape are less each turn I take. On the other end of 
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the gun are two possible outcomes for someone who “pulls the trigger” on these 

happenings—1) the guilty (usually) white party remains guilty, and I feel guilty for 

making them feel guilty; or 2) the angry (usually) white party dismisses my claim and 

accuses me of rocking the boat because if I had just left things as they were, things could 

finally become better. While researching race issues and race theory, I have noticed that 

more often than not   the bullet is fired and outcome number two follows. Countless 

responses of “Why is this such a big deal?” and “Aren’t you tired of making everything 

about race?” permeate the pages of news articles concerning race or the invisibility of it.  

I am, indeed, tired.  No doubt others are tired as well.  It is hardly surprising that 

the desire “not to see,” to pretend that the race problem has been conquered, is 

manifested everywhere in political and social discourse. When satirist Stephen Colbert 

explicitly claims to be colorblind on The Colbert Report the audience laughs because 

they understand that he is mimicking supposed conservative values and not because they 

believe colorblindness is wrong; rather, Colbert’s liberally progressive audience laughs 

because they know that conservatives use colorblindness as a tool that obscures their 

racial bigotry. Let me be clear: it is not that liberals do not practice colorblindness; rather 

it is the way that conservatives use it that is the issue.  Instead, the politically progressive 

audience members in Colbert’s crowd more readily accept America as a “melting pot” or 

a “tossed salad” which is just as problematic as the conservative viewpoint.  Both 

metaphors require a normative base, i.e., the diverse ingredients in a melting pot meld to 

create one flavor and the flavorfully diverse toppings for the salad are not necessary 

without the most important ingredient: lettuce. Similarly, both metaphors speak to the 

positions minorities have within American culture where whites are the lettuce and other 
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racialized and ethnic groups are the vegetables, the croutons, and the dressing added for 

flavor and that extra zing. The paradox is that these whites are so invested in adding 

minorities to their social milieu that they fail to realize their own role. This paradox 

presents the issue before me: how could I prove something that exists in absence?    

Initially I intended for this dissertation to make an argument that deconstructed 

acts of colorblindness as racist and detrimental not only to people of color but to anyone 

who carries an identity label—of course without acknowledging my own subject position 

and investment. Detachment seemed like a viable solution because then I could not be 

accused of racism myself. However, I clearly have an investment—I am a young black 

female who exists between cultures so successfully that sometimes I feel I am racially 

invisible to my white colleagues. Blending is a tactic that many of us who have 

insider/outsider status learn to employ as a means of survival.  Of course I am always 

conscious of my insider/outsider status; I do not have the luxury of not seeing color. Yet 

my desire to connect with people often requires me to efface my difference so that I can 

belong, even at the cost of my racial visibility--which creates its own troubles because I 

can never be invisible or completely blend. With regard to the stika story, I was cast as 

the funny girl who happened to be black, which allowed us to create a space where we 

could all get along. I maintained a role that allowed me to connect on a small level with 

the other party guests, and they followed suit. Yet the moment race indirectly and 

implicitly entered the conversation, I was no longer racially neutral and found myself cast 

back into my role as “black” girl. The ending of the tale is quite anti-climactic. After a 

moment of quiet, someone simply changed the subject and we began again. 
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The importance of my small-scale miscasting incident parallels the process of 

casting individuals for roles in a variety of media. A similar story to the one that I have 

just related occurred in the extra-textual discourse surrounding ABC’s Grey’s Anatomy 

and the firing of Isaiah Washington. Washington’s on screen persona, fan favorite Dr. 

Preston Burke, represented a new type of “race man” for the new millennium. A world-

renowned neurosurgeon, Burke represented the identity-labels “doctor” and 

“professional,” notwithstanding any cultural politics that might have helped him attain his 

status, for example, social equity programs such as affirmative action, scholarships or 

loans for promising students of color, alternative admission policies.  Despite his 

placement in Seattle -- a predominately white city in a predominately white region of the 

U.S.--Washington’s character (not unlike my dinner party role) existed comfortably with 

the other characters within the world of the hospital. It even seemed that Washington had 

successfully subsumed his “real” self in the public persona he adapted while publicizing 

the show. Yet Washington’s attempt to “blend in” worked against him once he became 

entangled in scandal on the set of Grey’s. As soon as the scandal leaked to the Hollywood 

press his ability to erase his racial difference was hindered and eventually became 

impossible.    

But let me summarize the event so it is clear exactly how colorblindness 

functioned in the Washington crisis. According to Eonline writer Gina Serpe, after 

spending a great deal of time together filming an episode on location the week before, 

leading co-stars Washington and Patrick Dempsey succumbed to mounting tensions and 
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disagreed, even coming to blows.2 Allegedly, the cast was preparing to film a scene but 

had to halt production because costar T.R. Knight was running late. Washington 

commented on Knight’s lateness and Dempsey rose to his defense, leading to 

Washington calling Dempsey a “faggot” and grabbing him by the throat, shoving him 

into a wall. While the cast worked overtime to downplay the skirmish, internet fans began 

calling for Washington’s resignation after “discovering” a past filled with similar 

incidents that suggested he was prone to violence. Further, many asked for creator and 

executive producer Shonda Rhimes to recast Burke with a different black man.3 While 

recasting roles is a practice mostly used in daytime soap operas, it is unusual in 

primetime television. In response to the fan demands, African-American Rhimes rebuked 

the fans: “I found [those requests] not only ridiculous but offensive-- that we would 

consider replacing a member of our family. And also the idea that one black man was 

interchangeable with another seems disturbing to me.”4 Meanwhile, Knight went to the 

press and acknowledged his own homosexuality—which is important considering 

Washington’s slurs were directed at Dempsey and not Knight. After Washington re-

ignited the fires of tension at the Golden Globes press conference by stating that he did 

not refer to Knight as a “faggot,” ABC rebuked him and sent him to a rehabilitation 

center for anger management.5 Once he completed a pro-tolerance public service 

announcement, the network terminated him.  

                                                
2 Gina Serpe, “Grey’s Apology,” Eonline.com, 25 October 2006, 21 June 2010, 
http://www.eonline.com/uberblog/b53612_greys_apology.html.  
3 From the article it is unclear if the fans were calling for a “new” Burke or a different black male role. 
4 Serpe, “Grey’s Apology.”   
5 Stuart Levine, “Washington out at Grey’s Anatomy: Contract Not Renewed by ABC,” Variety, 8 June 
2007, 21 June 2010, www.variety.com/article/VR1117966530.html. 
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While I do not condone Washington’s actions or language, what I want to 

highlight is how the events transformed the “safe” black man role he created throughout 

much of his career into a case of miscasting. 6   How could a white audience continue to 

see Washington portray a “non-racial” character once his celebrity persona was now 

categorized in terms of black masculinity as “violent” and “aggressive?” Washington’s 

self-presentation had previously hinged upon a mass audience accepting certain 

assumptions about his—and to some degree his character’s—ability to be tolerant and 

racially neutral. In other words, the moment his male blackness became foregrounded, 

along with all of the violent, aggressive stereotypes it embodied, he was no longer a 

viable choice for the role in which he had been cast.   

Such are the casting assumptions that factor into deciding which individual is the 

“best fit” for the part, even if they are not articulated explicitly.    These assumptions 

indicate that whiteness is euphemized as “normative” and inherent in most roles whether 

on television or in the “real” world. In the case of my wedding story, the moment the 

woman made her statement [“don’t kill the messenger”] my blackness overwhelmed 

anything I had said or done previously. I could not subsume my racialized difference in 

favor of a type of acceptable and simultaneously unseen whiteness.  The paradox of being 

simultaneously invisible and too visible haunts me and compels me to attempt to 

articulate how American society is endeavoring, consistently and insistently, to 

cast/miscast difference in roles of race neutrality and of sameness. Thus the goal of this 

dissertation is to explore how framing colorblindness as a means of seeing, as a mode of 

behavior, and as a mode of production in casting primetime television allows me to 
                                                
6 Certainly not all of Washington’s roles have been safe. His characters in Out of Sight (1998) as well as 
Romeo Must Die (2000) were violent and aggressive. 
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examine the small and subtle methods used to trap us as a society into this vicious and 

painful cycle.   
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Colorblind TV: Primetime Politics of Race in Television Casting posits that in our 

current racially colorblind society, oftentimes actors of color are cast to prove that 

multiculturalism is important. However, the characters often have little cultural 

specificity and are only different in terms of skin tone. While this type of sameness on the 

surface may appear to offer a sense of racial parity, it actually encourages the opposite. 

Colorblindness works to make race immutable and objective, which inevitably disallows 

difference and instead outputs “whiteness” as the normative standard. Through a series of 

interviews with casting directors and actors guild diversity representatives as well as an 

ethnographic account of an actual casting audition, the dissertation argues that for the 

media industry, colorblindness is both a way of avoiding the messiness of race and of 

denying actors of color the ability to be culturally specific. This denial occurs because 

ultimately the desire to work supersedes the desire to reject role universality. As a case 

study, I examine the hit ABC primetime show Grey’s Anatomy (2005- ) as a way of 

illustrating how the blindcasting process became a part of public discourse that the 

television industry both praised and disowned.  
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Chapter One: Casting and Colorblind Theory Collide 

To indicate how pervasive the assertion of colorblindness is within popular 

American culture, I want to offer three more examples from various media outlets. 

Recently, controversy1 over celebrity photographer Annie Leibovitz’s Vogue magazine 

cover photo featuring African-American basketball star Lebron James and famous 

Brazilian Victoria Secret model Giselle Bundchen re-circulated discourses of racial 

stereotyping—even though James and Bundchen’s tableau is a pantomime of their daily 

occupations.2 Nevertheless, James and Bundchen simultaneously invoke notions of racial 

progress and racist typing; the photograph illustrates James in a stance that in many ways 

mimics King Kong while Bundchen easily pastiches the ape’s conquest, Faye Wray. The 

contradictions are overt; the black male body is on display, but because he is a public 

figure and is not a “bad boy,” his success as an athletic prodigy displaces his race. 

Bundchen’s body compliments the photograph by softening the potential threat James 

embodies. They are opposites in every possible way.  Yet what is significant about this 

small controversy was that many white readers did not notice the problematic reading 

until, as one wrote, “it was brought to my attention.”3    

Similar types of contradiction in the reception of racial representation can be 

found in the context of television. In January 2008, David Simon, creator and executive 
                                                
1 The Today Show Blog, 26 March 2008, 21 June 2010, 
http://allday.msnbc.msn.com/archive/2008/03/26/808683.aspx . This link, a part of NBC’s Today show 
website is just one of many that address the minor controversy of the cover shoot. What is particularly of 
note is the talkback section where readers comment on the story. The number of comments that both 
adamantly deny and resignatingly agree on the racist connotations speaks to the contradictory nature of race 
in US society.  
Additional commentary can be found at http://jezebel.com/368655/is-vogues-lebron-kong-cover-offensive 
as well as links to other blogs that feature this story.  
2 Vogue. April 2008. 
3 The Today Show Blog.  
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producer for HBO’s The Wire, took Hollywood award ceremonies to task because 

although his show was critically acclaimed it had yet to receive more than one 

nomination in six years. Simon’s response on the possible reasons for The Wire’s shut out 

is fascinating:  

Let me indict Hollywood as much as I can on this one, Simon said. We have more 
working black actors in key roles than pretty much all the other shows on the air. 
And yet you still hear people claim they can't find good African-American actors. 
That's why race-neutral shows and movies turn out lily-white.4 

The paradox that Simon presents emphasizes the contradictory nature of race in 

contemporary television. He asserts that his show features more black actors in key roles 

than any other show on television and yet points out that some people still claim there are 

no good black actors, which creates the environment for “lily-white” television 

programming. In other words, Simon posits that because his black actors are not given 

the accolades that signify credibility, Hollywood can turn a blind eye to their work and 

continue to churn out predominately white casted programs as if the powers that be have 

no alternative. Moreover, if Simon’s notion of “lily-white” television references minority 

characters in predominately white shows that contain precious little cultural specificity, 

then the output is inevitably race-neutral; that is, normative, universalized character types 

that are synonymous with white, mainstream values displace the cultural specificity of 

the characters.   

Scripted television is not the only television format where contradictions of racial 

identity emerge.  Political media waited for a catalyst to use the “race card” so that they 

                                                
4 Associated Press, “David Simon: 'Let me indict Hollywood as much as I can' on lack of 
diversity." The Baltimore Sun, 7 January 2008, P1. 
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could foreground race in the 2008 Presidential election process. Realizing that in our 

current society, racial colorblindness is the ideological “politically correct” default lens 

that we use to make everyone the same, media pundits have to abide by hegemonic rules 

of universality and equity until an outside force ruptures the stasis. Presidential election’s 

catalysts were Nation of Islam leader Louis Farrakhan and Rev. Jeremiah Wright, two 

black ministers whose agendas effectively marked Barack Obama as a potentially angry 

black man and allowed media to evaluate Obama’s potential racism towards whites. 

Ultimately, America will have to decide whether or not to cast Obama in the role of their 

universalized, race-blind President—based at least in part on Obama’s relationship to his 

former pastor.  

The discourse surrounding that election is useful because it again reinforces the 

contradictory nature of racial identity. Media coverage of Obama’s campaign embodies 

this paradox. It was progressive in terms of acknowledging the possibility of a black 

president and the social need to sublimate his racialization because “we should be 

colorblind.” Simultaneously, the coverage allowed for moments of hysteria where the 

fear of blacks “taking over” and acting out scenarios best depicted in The Birth of a 

Nation (1915) can be articulated through Rev. Wright, who is cast as a scary Black 

Nationalist caricature while Obama himself has cast as the possibly unknowing/possibly 

revolution-oriented protégée. As evidenced by these three examples, acknowledging 

racial identity is not only contradictory but is also elusive, cloaked beneath the veil of 

colorblindness and political correctness. In addition, my examples demonstrate that 

casting is a key factor in our contemporary media landscape, even in the role of 

America’s Commander-in-Chief.   



 4 

In order to explain how I understand casting to be at work here, let me briefly 

outline the television casting process. A role is created and needs to be filled; hundreds of 

applicants send in their resumes and photos, called headshots, that showcase them in the 

best light. Casting directors and their assistants choose the best candidates from the 

applicant pool and invite them to read for the part. Giving all individuals the same 

breakdown sheet with the lines they need to memorize, the casting director listens to all 

candidates say the same lines—because it is not about what is said but rather how they 

say it and what they look like when they say it. Once the best applicants have been 

chosen, they are sent to the executives and other powers-that-be to determine if they are 

the best or if the search should continue.  

The casting process of a television or film role is eerily if not comically similar to 

the process of becoming the President of the United States. Indeed every step of the 

casting process runs parallel to the Presidential nomination process. From the application 

process to the whittling down of applicants based on what is needed for the role, to each 

candidate giving the same speech hundreds of times to prove to the populace that they are 

consistent, trust-worthy, genuine, and charismatic, Presidential candidate nominees are 

always auditioning. It goes without saying that in determining who is best for the job, 

appearance is important as well as the manner by which these individuals carry 

themselves. Good-looking people like Obama have potential to become superstars—as 

long as they are not too good looking, for example, former North Carolina Senator John 

Edwards. In sum, casting is a mode of production that emerges in every area of our social 

structure because we judge people based on their aesthetic qualities and their 

presentation. 
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Exploring how casting processes in film and television unconsciously shape the 

model our society uses to determine the best candidate for television or political office is 

a major facet of my argument. However ubiquitous the process is in all media, I want to 

focus on television and particularly scripted television because in television the 

reconfiguring of racial and ethnic identities seems to be shown more clearly and rapidly. 

The notion of desiring someone to be identifiable, relatable, and familiar--regardless of 

background, experience, or racial identity--is crucial to the casting a successful television 

program. Thus while this project mainly foregrounds a casting phenomenon occurring in 

the medium of primetime television, I want to draw attention to the fact that the 

normative assumptions of casting can be seen in every institutional framework.   

 What are the markers of a successfully cast television role? What are the 

signifiers that illustrate character identification, relatability, and familiarity to a mass 

audience? The answer to these questions lies in a complex web of discourses surrounding 

legislation aimed at correcting racial inequity and the social adaptations of these 

interventions into everyday life. One of the major tenets that I propose is the absorption 

of the legal term racial colorblindness--first articulated by the U.S. Supreme Court in the 

Plessy v. Ferguson decision (1896) and later matured in the Brown v. Board of Education 

decision (1955)-- into contemporary social discourse as a behavior and an attitude. My 

argument is that racial colorblindness, that is, the system that “implicitly adopts a 

particular understanding of race as objective and immutable”5 is the underpinning of all 

                                                
5 Neil Gotanda, “A Critique of “Our Constitutions is Color-blind,” Critical Race Theory: Keyworks. Ed. 
Kimberle Crenshaw, Gary Peller et al, (New York: The New Press, 1995), 257; 262. According to Gotanda, 
“immutability” refers to the classifications that are fixed, i.e. “black” and “white.”  He defines it more 
clearly when he states “racial classifications are ‘objective’ and ‘immutable’ in the sense that they are 
external to subjective preferences, and therefore unchanging.” (260).  
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contemporary rationales for universality in terms of casting primetime television 

programs. Because the casting process inherently produces infinite representations of a 

character (an actor has many ways to re-present a role), casting thus lends itself to 

discussions of representation because it opens up a space for the ideology of 

colorblindness to emerge and take hold.  Colorblindness is inherently seductive in a well-

intentioned society full of liberal guilt, one that can then avail itself of certain legal 

discourses, e.g., justice is blind and thus objective and fair. These legal discourses are 

hegemonic and are the foundations of other institutions—especially institutions like 

television that brand themselves as ideologically socially progressive. However naïve or 

ultimately deceived this line of thinking may be, there at least seems to be a set of 

rationales for colorblindness as a societal and televisual ideal.  

Using casting as a lens, this project aims to explore the intersection of primetime 

television and the advancement of claims of racial colorblindness as a means of progress 

in contemporary American society. While this project could be so bold as to encompass 

both daytime and primetime television, I will focus primarily on primetime television 

because the time period of eight p.m. to eleven p.m. Eastern has traditionally been 

marketed toward a mass audience.6 In terms of intersection I am speaking to the ways 

that particular executives and producers of primetime programming intersect with the 

culture by anticipating and ushering in moments of racial progress. For example, when in 

1968, Diahann Carroll was cast as the lead in Julia, executive producer Hal Kanter 

received the credit for airing a show with a black female lead which, according to 

industry lore, helped the nation cope with blacks moving into suburbia. Nevertheless, 
                                                
6  A great deal of colorblind casting is involved in daytime television--particularly the daytime soap operas 
and reality television game shows such as I Want to Be a Soap Star and Inturn 
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Julia’s entrance into the 1968 landscape came after the one-step-forward-two-steps-back 

Civil Rights legislation of 1964 and 1965. With seeming advances in terms of fair 

housing and voting rights, it appeared that a racially inept American society needed a 

Julia to make whites feel comfortable about these new social changes.   

As for the term “progress,” I first want to offer the more common understanding 

of the word in the context of social change and challenge the positive attributes 

associated with the hegemonic definition. With regard to the notion of racial progress, 

sometimes thought of as racial uplift within the African-American community, the belief 

is that if minorities are to have a chance at a successful life the majority must see past 

their ethnic or racial makeup and cultural specificity and find the common traits that 

make the others like them. This liberal individualism—that is, the inability to see race as 

related to social relations but rather as individual prejudice--has many advantages; 

namely, those minority individuals who are able to “code-switch” can (mostly) 

successfully integrate into mainstream (white) society. Ultimately, the goal of progress 

by way of liberal individualism is integration, the literal “replacement of prejudice and 

discrimination with reason neutrality…through the transcendence of racial consciousness 

about the world.”7 Delineating the history of the integrationist model, Gary Peller argues 

that rather than accepting the culturally specific traditions and demands of the Black 

Nationalist movement, colorblindness emerged as a means of progress that did not 

significantly threaten white privilege. In fact, Peller asserts that in many ways, colorblind 

discourse fostered a mandate for blacks to attempt to succeed on the same terms as whites 

rather than overturning white definitions of success.  In other words, the challenges of 
                                                
7 Gary Peller, “Race Consciousness,” Critical Race Theory: Keyworks, Ed. Kimberle Crenshaw, Gary 
Peller et al, (New York: The New Press, 1995), 127. 
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achieving equality were reduced to the challenge as becoming “as good as” and “as much 

like” whites as possible. “In sum, the cure for racism would be equal treatment on an 

individual level and integration on an institutional level.”8 Shifting race consciousness 

from a collective ideology to one more rooted in progressive liberal individualism thus 

became a windfall achievement for those in political power. Peller’s analysis 

acknowledges that these individuals believe that the irrationality of prejudice can only be 

overcome through logical behavioral modifications such as not just seeing people as 

individuals but as individuals like themselves. “The ideal [of colorblindness] was to 

transcend stereotypes in favor of treating people as individuals free from racial group 

identification.”9  Consequently, colorblindness allowed for the continued mistreatment of 

minorities because if in theory every individual is treated the same there can be no 

measuring stick by which to judge inequality.  

  My idea of racial progress in general and more specifically racial progress in 

television differs greatly from this liberal individualism notion. The idea of contemporary 

ethnic representation in media today seems only to concern quantity and not necessarily 

quality. On television screens is a quantity of racially diverse characters; however, the 

quality of their representations leaves something to be desired.  Certainly, there is some 

logic to this. Television should reflect the diversity of society; thus the more ethnic 

characters who appear on screen, the more authentic the depiction. While this logic has 

some validity and is in many ways demonstrative of the liberal individualism idea of 

racial progress, is it more important to “see” a visible number of ethnic groups on screen 

that reflects our multicultural society or is it more important that characters of color are 
                                                
8 Ibid 129 
9 Ibid 129.  
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culturally specific?  Linda Seger asks mostly white female (and occasionally ethnic) 

creative personnel a similar question.   

What needs to change? Do women want to simply change the character name of 
“Judy” to “Lupita” or cast an African American as Mary Smith? Do they want to 
say everyone is human underneath and make sure their characters are just like all 
the other characters? No, said these women, who emphasize that characters need 
to be both universal and culturally specific. They need to express the full range of 
humanity and at the same time illustrate that ethnic background does add 
important details that have the potential to create fascinating, original characters.10 

This view is optimistic; yet few film or television programs have emerged that have 

fulfilled this possibility. However, the statement is also problematic because the focus is 

not on the rhetorical strategies characters perform to express their difference but rather on 

the “illustrative” look of difference. The balance that Seger mentions is important 

because the need to be both “universal and culturally specific” seems paradoxical. 

Further, she does not put this burden on white female actresses, but ethnic and racial 

minorities which demonstrates her inability to come to grips with whites as also 

racialized, culturally specific bodies.   

As a black female, my own ambiguity about this balance further complicates my 

television viewing habits. While I am pleased to see people who look like me on 

television, I also desire that those characterizations not be devoid of a socio-economic 

and historical context. In other words, while the normative values of whiteness allow for 

most characters to exist without acknowledging difference (outside of class), in a post-

Katrina, post-Obama world it is no longer realistic for ethnic groups outside of the 

majority to do the same. It is not enough that a black character be named “LaQuisha” for 

example. It is more important that LaQuisha’s history and situation be real enough for 
                                                
10 Linda Seger, When Women Call the Shots: The Developing Power and Influence of Women in Television 
and Film, (Lincoln, NE: Iuniverse, 2003),176.  
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any audience member regardless of ethnicity to connect with her via empathy, anger, or 

befuddlement. Details make characters real and their realness is what makes them 

relatable, not their “similarity to me.”11 Thus, it is through expression and understanding 

of difference that true common ground will be achieved and true equality can begin to be 

forged.  

 In sum, my research question aims to explore how primetime television as an 

institution absorbs and maintains the mainstream liberal individualist ideas of progress 

through the ideology of racial colorblindness.  Using the strategy of casting as a lens to 

study this phenomenon, my questions are twofold: a) How has blindcasting been used to 

generate an industrial sense of racial progress and parity, and b) what alternatives, if any, 

are available to rectify this racial ideology?  

Literature Review  

The style of this literature review differs from a more traditional approach 

because the two key areas of my project, that is, colorblindness and casting, are not 

heavily researched areas. Therefore the more traditional approach of locating the key 

texts that inform topics and unpacking and critiquing how they impact particular objects 

of study is more difficult in my case. Since I am working with subjects in deficit—again, 

colorblindness and casting are not necessarily obscure topics but they do work in 

absence, criticism alone becomes insufficient. The field of critical race theory is only 

twenty years old. Therefore, the design of this literature review is geared to do the 

following: 1) define the terms colorblindness and casting explicitly through the 

                                                
11 I should note here that this desire for realness in characterization largely stems from both casting and 
writing. In terms of the latter, as long as the majority of writers are white males who admittedly know very 
little about any other ethnicity’s experience, this realness will remain elusive.  
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discourses to which they have been assigned; and 2) use this review as a starting point to 

form an argument about how the two concepts are connected. With these goals in mind, I 

aim to explore the machinations of colorblind casting as an institutional practice that is 

dependent upon social discourse to reinforce its ideological power.    

While colorblindness and casting initially may seem to be quite distinct topics, 

they do revolve around a common idea of difference. More specifically, both casting and 

colorblindness utilize difference as an epistemological starting point toward their own 

ends. Casting addresses difference explicitly because no two actors are the same; the 

difference between them has to be contemplated so that the “better” actor will earn the 

role. Colorblindness embodies a paradox in that as a society we are taught to behave as 

though difference does not exist; yet the very fact that we have to adopt the behavior 

incorporates an assumption of difference. We learn to deal with difference and are taught 

a model of social justice based on an ideal world where we would no longer notice 

difference.  Since this ideal seeps through the fabric of every social institution, it seems 

necessary first to describe how colorblindness works on this basic level of social 

relationships and then how it is more formally constructed through legal discourse. 

Colorblindness 

In her discussion on responding to racial injustice, Amy Gutmann posits that the 

application of colorblindness to resolve social inequities is a useful endeavor because the 

principles of justice are typically conceived with an ideal society in mind.  

Most of us first learn about fairness in family contexts where color consciousness 
would be out of place, or taught for pernicious purposes. When we are taught to 
take principles of justice seriously, whether as children or as students and 
scholars, we learn those principles that have been developed for an ideal society. 
The principles that most of us learn, from childhood to maturity, are therefore 
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color blind not because colorblindness is the right response to racial injustice but 
rather because colorblindness is the ideal morality (for an ideal society).12 

Thus, as a utopian social construct, colorblindness aims to create a model of fairness by 

which all individuals can be judged fairly and without bias and without regard to skin 

color. Skin color becomes the lens through which we understand racism. One of the many 

problems with this model is that racism and white supremacy can be treated as rare and 

aberrational rather than as systemic and ingrained. In other words, racism can only be 

identified by discrete acts – rather than attitudes, opinions, or privileges -- against those 

who are visibly different. Described by Alan Freeman as the “perpetrator perspective,” 

this construction of racism as an “intentional, albeit irrational, deviation by a conscious 

wrongdoer from otherwise neutral, rational, and just ways of distributing jobs, power, 

prestige, and wealth” allows the cultural mainstream both explicitly to acknowledge the 

fact of racism and, simultaneously, to insist on its irregular occurrence and limited 

significance.13 Since it is only the aberrant racist who acknowledges difference, the ideal 

of non-recognition of difference is reinforced for the mainstream.  Indeed, any mention of 

difference is presumed to be racist.  Meanwhile the non-recognition of difference ensures 

that many systemic inequalities go unchallenged and enables the maintenance of white 

supremacy as the status quo.  

                                                
12 K. Anthony Appiah and Amy Gutmann, Color Conscious, (Princeton, NJ: Princeton, 1996), 109. 
Gutmann and her fellow writer K. Anthony Appiah define color consciousness as the rejection of race 
consciousness that “assumes that racial identity is a scientifically based fact of differentiation among 
individuals that has morally relevant implications for public policy. Rather, color consciousness is the 
recognition of “the ways in which skin color and other superficial features of individuals adversely and 
unfairly affect their life chances.” 112.  
13 Alan Freeman, “Foreword,” Critical Race Theory: Keyworks, Ed. Kimberle Crenshaw, Gary Peller et al, 
(New York: The New Press, 1995), xiv.  
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Having introduced the notion of difference, I will now use it to interpret the legal 

understanding of colorblindness. Just as in social discourse, difference is the 

epistemological foundation of legal definitions of colorblindness. By presenting a short 

history of legal discourse, I am not trying to give an in-depth history of race relations but 

rather a summary of the key moments that transform colorblindness from an abstract idea 

to a concrete social and cultural structure. According to Peller, legal colorblindness is 

defined as a system that “implicitly adopts a particular understanding of race as objective 

and immutable,” with aspects of colorblind constitutionalism--that is, a collection of legal 

themes functioning as a racial ideology--found sprinkled throughout America’s early 

history and even identified in constitutional amendments.14 Neil Gotanda argues, 

“Though aspects of colorblind constitutionalism can be traced to pre-Civil War debates, 

the modern concept developed after the passage of the Thirteenth, Fourteenth and 

Fifteenth Amendments, and it matured in 1955, in Brown v. Board of Education.”15   

Gotanda continues by listing the four distinct methods the Supreme Court historically 

has used in its colorblind constitutionalism: status-race, formal-race, historical-race, and 

culture-race. These four methods stem from the term “hypodescent,” that is, the 

American classification for defining racial categories. According to Gotanda, the rule of 

descent “holds that any person with a known trace of African ancestry is black, 

notwithstanding that person’s visual appearance, or, stated differently, that the offspring 

of a black and a white is black.”16 If that logic is extended to its natural conclusion, race 

is immutable and allows for a fixed set of racist ideologies. Put simply, the very act of a 
                                                
14 Neil Gotanda, “A Critique of “Our Constitutions is Color-blind, ” Critical Race Theory: Keyworks. Ed. 
Kimberle Crenshaw, Gary Peller et al, (New York: The New Press, 1995,) 257; 262.  
15 Ibid 257.  
16 Ibid 258-259.  
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white person recognizing a black person’s race is an act of subordinating the black 

person. Since all legal definitions of race are based upon this concept of hypodescent, it 

follows that, for the U.S. Supreme Court, race is a fixed trait that has to be looked 

beyond. With this definition of race established I will briefly summarize each of the four 

legal methods of colorblind constitutionalism as defined by Gotanda and give some 

historical context to situate better the epochs each occupied. 

Status-race is the traditional notion of race as an indicator of social status. Now 

largely discredited, the most famous court case to utilize the status-race concept was 

Dred Scott v. Sanford (1857). Dred Scott, a slave who lived in the free state of Illinois 

and the free territory of Wisconsin with his master before moving back to the slave state 

of Missouri, appealed to the Supreme Court in hopes of being granted his freedom. 

Unfortunately, the Court declared that all blacks -- enslaved as well as free -- were not 

and could never become citizens of the United States. The court also declared the 1820 

Missouri Compromise unconstitutional, thus permitting slavery in all of the country's 

territories. Penning the Court’s decision, Chief Justice Roger Taney’s opined that at the 

time of the founding of the Republic, the “Negro African race had been regarded as 

beings…so far inferior, that they had no rights which the white man was bound to 

respect.”17  Gotanda posits, “For Chief Justice Taney, the distinct, inferior status of 

blacks was implicit in the Constitution and overrode any congressional pronouncements 

to the contrary.”18   

                                                
17 Ibid 262.  
18 Ibid 262. 
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Historical-race embodies past and continuing racial subordination and is the 

meaning of race that the Court contemplates when it applies “strict scrutiny” to 

government conduct that has a differential impact based upon race. Determined by the era 

and ruling ideas of race within that historical frame, historical-race acknowledges to 

some degree feelings and social behaviors concerning race. For example, according to 

Gotanda, the historical-race usages of “black” and “white” do not have the same 

meanings now as they did in 1954, and thus legislation would reflect the understanding of 

each concept as it relates to its current time period. With regard to “strict scrutiny,” 

Gotanda posits that the term, which reflects the strongest form of equal protection judicial 

review, derives from the Brown v. Board of Education (1954) case in which the Court 

ruled that segregated education was unconstitutional. “Under the Brown review 

interpretation of strict scrutiny, heightened judicial review should be applied to all 

restrictions that curtail the civil rights of a racial group…If one summarizes these cases 

[that followed Brown] by stating that race triggers strict scrutiny, then one is using ‘race’ 

to mean historical-race.”19 The tying together of race and subordination thus becomes a 

cue that the historical-race method is being applied and that specific iterations of black 

and white are working to determine which version of racial ideologies will succeed.  

Formal-race refers to formal categories that define individuals strictly in terms of 

a category based on color and no other characteristic. In other words, black and white are 

seen as “neutral, apolitical descriptions, reflecting merely ‘skin color’ or region of 

ancestral origin.”20 Gotanda continues:  

                                                
19 Gotanda 262 . 
20 Ibid 257. 
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Formal-race is unrelated to ability, disadvantage, or moral culpability. Moreover, 
formal-race categories are unconnected to social attributes such as culture, 
education, wealth, or language; this “unconnectedness” is the defining 
characteristic of formal-race and no other usage of “race” incorporates the 
concept.21 

  Gotanda argues that, currently, most Supreme Court cases interpret race to mean formal-

race. The court case that epitomized formal race as a construct is Plessy v. Ferguson 

(1896). In 1892, on a Louisiana railroad Homer Plessy, a mulatto (seven-eighths white), 

seated himself in a white train compartment, was challenged by the conductor, and was 

arrested and charged with violating the state law. In the Criminal District Court of 

Orleans Parish, the defendant argued that the law requiring separate but equal 

accommodations was unconstitutional. After his argument was rejected, Plessy appealed 

to the Supreme Court, and in 1896 they ruled Louisiana’s Jim Crow legislation 

constitutional. In the majority decision, the Court opined:   

The underlying fallacy of the plaintiff’s argument to consist in the assumption that 
the enforced separation of the two races stamps the colored race with a badge of 
inferiority. If this be so, it is not by reason of anything found in the act, but solely 
because the colored race chooses to put that construction upon it. The argument 
also assumes that social prejudice may be overcome by legislation, and that equal 
rights cannot be secured except by an enforced commingling of the two races. If 
the civil and political rights of both races be equal, one cannot be inferior to the 
other civilly or politically. If one race be inferior to the other socially, they cannot 
put them upon the same plane.22 

The formal-race component allows these justices to suggest that since race is apolitical, 

i.e., a fixed, physiological trait, it can only be recognized if individuals choose to see it as 

such. The Court’s emphatic belief that both races are inherently equal in the eyes of the 

law—at least theoretically—discounts the social injustices that occurred because of 

systematic racism. Gotanda asserts, “Turning a blind eye to history, the court maintained 

                                                
21 Ibid 257.  
22 Gotanda 263.  
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that the segregation statue said nothing about the status of blacks, indeed, that the statute 

was racially ‘neutral.’”23   

Finally, the culture-race approach uses “black” to refer to African-American 

culture, community, and consciousness--although this method is rarely applied.24 

According to Gotanda, the court has largely devalued or ignored black culture, 

community, and consciousness.  

 While Gotanda does explore each method, he spends a great deal of time on 

formal-race because colorblindness stems from this approach. The Plessy decision again 

is particularly important because it allowed individuals to use formal-race as a means of 

neutralizing race and expelling it from legal discourse.  The formal-race, colorblind 

approach assumes “equal protection of the law” based on common “citizenship”; given 

this assumption, racial segregation becomes a legislative differentiation that has no 

inherent social meaning because it is unconnected to social systems in which blacks 

experience differential treatment, sometimes derived from prejudiced attitudes and/or acts 

and sometimes derived from systemic structures.   In other words, formal-race constructs 

a model of fairness in a social and historical vacuum. Formal-race finds its origin in the 

idea of an ideal society that is inherently moral and just.  The formal-race model is 

invested in the notion of fairness as sameness, but “sameness,” that is the absence of 

difference, is merely an abstraction that is dishonest to historical reality and harmful to 

individuals.     

                                                
23 Ibid 263. 
24 Gotanda 257-258.   
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 In terms of their relevance, these constructs of race are far from purely legal or 

academic. Regardless of which of the abovementioned four definitions is applied, 

colorblind constitutionalism is a model that demonstrates for American institutions such 

as education, media, as well as other governmental and social bodies, the proper attitude 

toward race. According to Gotanda, the proper attitude for Americans is that we live in “a 

racially assimilated society in which race is irrelevant.”25 In terms of my own project, a 

further question arises. What media institutions enable the legal, social, and cultural 

discourse of colorblindness to permeate American society? 

  I assert that one possible institution is the medium of television. Herman Gray 

illustrates how the legal end of Jim Crow sparked an era of cultural pride in racial identity 

and mobilized blacks and people of color to fight for representation on television screens. 

This explosion of Brown Power was contained through televisual constructions of 

national identity. Gray describes television’s challenge of maintaining the white 

hegemonic structures during the late 1960s:   

Culturally, race was threatening and disruptive. Threatening, that is, to the logic 
of a universal, normative, and invisible whiteness on which the national 
imaginary depended. This threat required management at the level of television’s 
response (both representational and industrial) and at the level of scholarly and 
journalist discourse that provided the principal account of how to imagine the 
nation. Integration did this work. The discourse of integration was deeply rooted 
in the logic of assimilation, which, in the aftermath of the civil rights movement, 
was codified into a social project of colorblindness, a legal project of equal 
opportunity, and a moral project of individualism and self-responsibility.26  

One could argue that, according to Gray’s analysis, colorblindness was thought to be a 

positive response to oppression because it uses formal-race methods to detach race from 

                                                
25 Gotanda 268.  
26 Herman Gray, Cultural Moves: African Americans and the Politics of Representation, (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2005), 101. 
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opportunity. Through the process of assimilation, integration sought to place all 

individuals on equal footing: if everyone could desire and eventually obtain the same 

American Dream, why embrace difference? Moreover, if integration’s ultimate goal is to 

input difference and output normative whiteness, television’s responsibility lies in 

educating citizens by giving them the images of a society where those facts are true.  

Casting 

Having outlined some of the definitions and the stakes raised by colorblindness as 

a political and cultural practice, I will now turn to what is an unexplored dimension of the 

enactment of colorblindness:  the casting process.  To begin, I will highlight theories of 

casting as it is understood within the field of performance studies.  I will then interrogate 

these theories, using my developing definitions of colorblindness as a lens. As hinted at 

earlier, casting is a vital practice not only within media production but in every area of 

life.  From choosing a proper mate to choosing the next president, selecting the “best” 

person for the role has weighty implications. Therefore examining casting as a mode of 

industrial production is necessary because it defines one key component of a film or 

television program. It is not uncommon to hear a complaint about casting decisions, i.e., 

the film had potential but “X’s” performance ruined it. Thus, it seems to be understood 

that casting the right people for roles is necessary if not sufficient for success. An 

imperfect science further complicated by variables such as race, age, and gender, the 

casting process becomes a useful way to understand societal assumptions about people of 

color.  Examining industrial casting processes thus not only enables me to understand 

race relations at a practical locus of specific interactions but can also shed light on 

broader social dynamics. 
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 On the surface, the link between colorblindness and casting practices may seem 

loose and perhaps even forced. However, my proposed project begins from the premise 

that this connection is anything but loose; in fact, we rarely consider how both practices 

contain similar ideologies and assumptions that depend upon social consensus. Both 

colorblindness and casting are founded upon unarticulated assumptions about the 

irreducibility of physiology; that is, in both cases individuals (casting directors or just 

ordinary people) assume an equality of opportunity in others, regardless of physical 

appearance, allowing for a so-called leveling of the playing field where everyone can 

then perform the same roles without any cultural specificity. In sum, practices of 

colorblindness and casting maintain a very idealistic but myopic view of the world based 

on normative (white) assumptions. Colorblind casting is therefore a viable lens for 

understanding the interdependence of cultural-racial politics and pop culture.  

Colorblind casting, also known as blindcasting in the industry, is an old theater 

practice that has recently been re-circulated in contemporary discourses surrounding 

primetime television. After years of stalemate between the television industry and 

minority watchdog groups like the NAACP, television network executives began to hire 

new executives of diversity to color the televisual landscape. With minority actors placed 

in shows that featured predominately white casts, the next step for the watchdog groups 

was to encourage the studios to give actors of color leading (or at least supporting) roles 

on the major network shows.27 Blindcasting became a useful tool because it allowed 

industrial practitioners like showrunners and television writers to avoid explicitly writing 

                                                
27 The discourse surrounding the NAACP’s strong encouragement more minorities on television is 
discussed both in Gray’s Cultural Moves chapter “Where Have All the Black Shows Gone?” (81) as well as 
an article from Entertainment Weekly dated June 20, 2008 titled “TV’s Great Black Hope-Special Report: 
Race on TV.”  (29-33) 
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race into the script while remaining confident that there could be “equal opportunity” for 

actors of diverse backgrounds. Grey’s Anatomy (2005-) showrunner Rhimes receives 

much of the credit for re-circulating the discourse of blindcasting back into mainstream 

consciousness after insisting that ABC executives and casting directors send her a variety 

of color options for each role. Blindcasting ultimately helped the show become a runaway 

success because it appeared to reinforce a multicultural society. 

Yet this much-touted practice of equality is patently paradoxical.  That is, rather 

than pursuing diversity by hiring minority writers and/or showrunners to create culturally 

specific roles for people of color, the television industry prefers to make roles racially 

neutral: e.g., white. While on the surface this may seem a laudable practice, the problem 

with blindcasting is that it forces minority actors to play roles that are in many ways 

written as white. The industrial history surrounding Grey’s is a perfect case study: 

Rhimes’s characters use only skin color as a racial marker. Cultural specificity seems to 

be excluded to make room for a whiter, mainstream audience who could relate to the 

characters. Learning that Rhimes is a black woman simultaneously intrigues and 

frustrates me; Rhimes is a longtime Hollywood screenwriter who must be well aware of 

the problems with minority representation in primetime television—yet she consciously 

chooses to neglect them. While this project only tangentially focuses on authorial self-

fashioning, it is useful to reference Rhimes’s worldview as a place of creative origin for 

her show. In her own words, she is a “post-feminist, post-Civil Rights baby”28 and as 

such enters the televisual stage with a post-race agenda that has immediate affinity with 

                                                
28 Paige Albiniak, “Why ‘Grey’ Seems So Bright,” Broadcasting and Cable, 30 May 2005, 21 June 2010, 
www.broadcastingcable.com/article/157311-Why_Grey_Seems_So_Bright.php. 
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multicultural consciousness. Thus, a chapter devoted to her and her show offers valuable 

insight into how colorblindness is practically applied in Hollywood industry.  

  Positing colorblind casting as a transgressive practice in relation to race has a 

history, although this has been little explored in relation to television and film; 

blindcasting has some roots in theater and performance studies. Performance studies is 

well-situated to deal with identity issues relating to character roles, more so than the 

fields of film or television studies, because from a performance perspective the actor and 

her presentation abide in the text and, with her, a plethora of social and political 

meanings. The simplest performance, even a performance of not-performing, has 

substantive content. Diana Taylor argues that performances “function as vital acts of 

transfer, transmitting social knowledge, memory and a sense of identity through 

reiterated, or what Richard Schechner has called ‘twice-behaved behavior.”29 I like 

Taylor’s translation of performance as an act of transfer because it literally creates a link 

between the performer and the audience member.  Both the actor and the audience 

member understand that what is occurring on stage is a performance and jointly engage in 

a multi-faceted process of meaning-making. Patricia White argues a similar point to 

Taylor’s (and Schechner) when she explains that “casting and performance are already a 

reading of type; the audience performs a reading on another level, informed by cultural 

and subcultural codes, spectatorial experience of the star in other roles, and in subsidiary 

discourses.”30 For example, when in 2005 Denzel Washington portrayed Julius Caesar in 

                                                
29 Diana Taylor, The Archive and The Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the Americas, (Durham, 
NC: Duke, 2003), 3. 
 
30 Patricia White. Uninvited: Classical Hollywood Cinema and Lesbian Representability, (Bloomington, 
IN: Indiana University Press, 1999), 149.  
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a revival of Shakespeare’s play, the act of transfer involved between actor and audience 

would have included the acknowledgement that Caesar was probably not a black man and 

the understanding that Washington merely inhabited the “essence” of the character.  

Alternatively, some audience members may have resisted the concept of a universal or 

common essence that Washington could embody.  Either way, it is clear that the act of 

performance is a complex web of potential meanings, incarnations, and identifications in 

which the audience takes part. 

The non-recognition of race is one of these complex, performative interactions; 

indeed, it cannot be said enough that the very pretense of non-recognition is a 

performance on both the part of the individual in the audience and the performer of color. 

Of course, this performance of non-recognition depends upon casting the right actor; the 

more intersectionally diverse the look, the more difficult it is to perform non-recognition. 

For example, it might be very difficult to overlook the casting of an Asian woman as 

George Washington. The intersection of race and sex quite simply make it more difficult 

(but not impossible) to suspend disbelief. Indeed, an Asian female Washington is more 

feasible in the context of theatrical casting because the theater has an established tradition 

of experimenting with audience expectations and assumptions in the vein of Bertolt 

Brecht. The Brechtian tradition has paradoxically similar results to blindcasting; in one 

case a person of different race/sex is cast in order to promote a radical attitude of 

alienation in the spectator; in the other case, blindcasting is one step in a process of non-

radcial non-recognition.  In short, blindcasting has roots in both conservative and 
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transgressive practices with consequences heavily dependent upon the individual 

wielding the tool. 

 Blindcasting can be traced back in theater history via practices of typecasting. 

Thought of as “lines-of-business” roles, or hierarchical stock roles such as businessman 

or bartender, these generic types helped make plays recognizable for audiences, creating 

a profitable theater industry. Featuring opportunities to portray characters such as “first” 

and “second old man” and “walking gentlewoman,” these roles could be filled by anyone 

provided that those roles were not already “possessed” by an actor. According to Patricia 

Wojcik, possession in this case is thus defined as the “assumption by an actor of the 

privilege to play every part in which he appeared with success before the public in any 

and all subsequent revivals of the play until he resigned the part, retired, or died.”31   In 

the traditional line-of-business era of the late nineteenth century, the actors were not 

given whole scripts but rather just the sides (sheets with only their lines); if the actor 

owned the sides, he owned the part.  This is an important point in relation to the historical 

representation of racial stereotypes, given that one of the types was “eccentric 

businessman” which was generally a role for ethnic impersonation of, for example, a Jew 

or an Irishman.32 Once an actor possessed the role, regardless of his actual ethnicity or 

the possibility for an actual Jew or Irishman to play the part, the actor owned the role 

until death. Thus the best hope was that the casting director would select an actor who 

matched type.   

Again, the use of ethnic types in the theater has its origins in both conservative 

and revolutionary thought. While many acting theorists such as Constantin Stanislavski 
                                                
31 Pamela Wojcik, “Typecasting,” Criticism, Volume 45:2, Spring 2003, 227. 
32 Ibid 227.  
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argued against typecasting on the argument that it transformed acting from an artistic 

practice to mass-produced commerce, anti-realist theorists like Brecht argued that 

typecasting offered an alternative to mainstream commercial practices and opened a 

space for achieving alienation effects that defamilarized the actor’s role within the 

spectatorial experience.33 Yet, Soviet cinema theorist Lev Kuleshov argued that through a 

form of typecasting called “typage” greater realism could be achieved. Typage, or the use 

of non-actors chosen solely on the basis of appearance lends film a documentary appeal. 

Kuleshov asserts:  

If you need a tall, stout man, but your actor is thin, and you pad your thin actor 
with cushions, and the like…the results on screen will be obviously false, 
theatrical, a prop, a game. [Therefore] because film needs real material and not a 
pretense of reality—owing to this, it is not theater actors but “types” who should 
act in film—that is people who, in themselves, as they were bore, constitute some 
kind of interest for cinematic treatment. That is, a person with an exterior of 
character, with a definite, brightly expressive appearance could be such a 
cinematic type.34 

The ideology behind typage is fundamental in understanding why it became a political 

underpinning in early Soviet cinema. According to Wojcik, in typage, “the non-actor 

represents a social type, characterized by social class and social role- - a Bolshevik, a 

sailor, a member of the aristocracy. The individual serves as a stand-in for a class or caste 

and is meaningless in himself.”35 Put simply, typage matches the individual’s look to the 

role but only as a means of transferring a larger textual idea about social formations. In 

this mode, there is little room or even need for characterization. Taking typage a step 

further, Wojcik discusses “face casting” or “casting based on external appearance, i.e., a 

pretty girl and not an aged male, plays the ingénue and the man with the broken nose and 
                                                
33 Ibid 227. 
34 Lev Kuleshov, “The Art of Cinema,” reprinted in Kuleshov on Film: Writings by Lev Kuleshov, ed. and 
trans. Ronald Levaco, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1974), 63 as quoted in Wojick, 229.  
35 Wojcik 229. 
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cauliflower ears will be cast as the boxer, not a banker.”36 Face casting most closely 

resembles contemporary casting methods because it is concerned with what look most 

appropriately fits the role. 

Typage and face casting are not the only casting modes used in theater and film. 

According to Schechner, there is a long history of casting against type.  “Casting against 

gender, race, body type, and age has a history in European and American theater and 

dance.”37  Further, Schechner continues by articulating his desire for non-traditional 

casting in the theater. 

Thus I am arguing for a dance and theatre where several different kinds of 
responses are possible: times when perceiving the race, gender, etc., of performers 
matters; times when spectators perceive the categories but it doesn’t matter; and 
times when it should not even be perceived—not because of disguise but because 
spectators have been trained to be race, gender, age and body-type “blind.” 38 

 Schechner’s desire seems ambivalent and uncertain. On one hand he wants race to be 

explicit while on the other he wants it to be irrelevant or even not perceived. This is a tall 

order for an individual, let alone an audience full of individuals. For Schechner, the stage 

and the audience within the theater are different from the real world where he believes 

race does matter. The theater for Schechner is a space in which artists can conceive and 

explore different realities as opposed to the real world that forces ideals of melting pot 

assimilation on its members.  “What I am arguing for is not the melting pot, which would 

be regressive, reimposing mainstream mid-American values, but an extreme flexibility 

                                                
36 Ibid 230. 
37 Richard Schechner, “Race Free, Gender Free, Body-Type Free, Age Free Casting, ” TDR, Spring 1989, 
Volume 33:2, 5.  
38Schechner 9.  
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that allows for situation-specific decisions regarding when to use, when to ignore and 

when not to see race, gender, age and body type.”39 

Schechner’s desires for “situation specific” theatrical spaces do have some 

precedent in the history of American theater.  Historically, the American theater began 

nontraditional casting in the 1950s with Joseph Papp’s New York Shakespeare Festival. 

As one of the major proponents of ending theatrical segregation, Papp “envisioned an 

integrated theater that practiced colorblind casting and would challenge the over 

determined nature of color and thus deconstruct the need for white-faced performers.”40 

Shakespearean scholar Ayanna Thompson posits the explicit goals theater owners like 

Papp had in mind when they envisioned a colorblind future. 

Colorblind casting sought to create an environment in which actors were judged 
not on their “personhood” or their “own face” but on their talent. Colorblind 
casting, therefore, was based on a meritocratic model in which talent trumped all 
other aspects of an actor’s personhood.41 

Colorblind casting seemed to eliminate the need for all-black productions to differentiate 

between the black (and white) characters through the use of whiteface and vice versa. 

Papp’s theater enabled minority actors to hope for the possibility of performing in a wide 

range of roles. I use the phrase “hope for the possibility” because while it was entirely 

possible for minorities to portray traditionally white characters, it was rarely done. 

Thompson notes that even though Papp’s method was integrated into his theater, the 

practice still resulted in bizarre casting. Blacks were still cast as sidekicks instead of 

leading men, and cross-cultural casting, e.g., interracial coupling, was still taboo.  

                                                
39 Ibid 9.  
40 Ibid 4.  
41 Ayanna Thompson, “Practicing a Theory/Theorizing a Practice: An Introduction to Shakespearean 
Colorblind Casting, ” Colorblind Shakespeare: New Perspectives on Race and Performance, (New York: 
Routledge, 2006), 6. 
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“Coupling, more often than not, was not an interracial affair in the Festival’s colorblind 

casting. In other words, the practice of colorblind casting continued to demonstrate 

instead of ameliorate the problems with performance and race.”42   

However ineffective Papp’s idealistic notions of a system of colorblind casting 

were, they directly attacked the practices that predated this new paradigm. Prior to the 

inception of Papp’s integrationist model, the theaters and actors guilds were segregated. 

The African Theater in New York housed the black actors’ performances. Although 

ridiculed by critics for their “inappropriate mastery” of Shakespearean language, the 

performers portrayed both black and white roles -- the latter in whiteface. According to 

Thompson, in the 1940s the Actors Equity and Dramatist’s Guild fought the segregation 

of theaters based on assumptions that black actors were ill-prepared in terms of training 

and that black audiences would not constitute a sufficient audience base for those 

productions.43  Although Papp’s New York City theater countered some of those 

assumptions and made it possible for many black actors to hone their craft, the practical 

effects of the implementation of Papp’s model seem to have been very similar to the non-

segregationist but racist American theater sought by 1940s Actors Guilds.  

  An essential lesson is to be learned from these historical explorations:  race is 

ornery; it seems ineradicable, and despite their best intentions, people certainly cannot 

eradicate it by wishing or fantasizing it otherwise. “Race,” Gray posits, is “the repressed 

that returns.”44 Thompson reemphasizes this point when she writes, the “uncontrollable 

and uncontainable aspects of racism …can creep up to the surface at any moment, 
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rendering an actor of color suddenly too visible in spite of the colorblind approach.”45 

Sujata Iyengar argues that although performers and audiences may try to think otherwise, 

if everything on stage is a sign, then it must have a signifier. Skin color is meaningful, 

even if only in a socio-historical context, and to ignore it creates an existential crisis of 

identity. “For reviewer, critic, actor, or director to ignore the social meanings of skin 

color and embodied gender in either a Renaissance or in a contemporary sense is an act of 

bad faith.”46 Lisa Anderson complements this point when she describes how we as 

societal members are always already implicit in the construct of racialized lines and how 

the act of merely placing actors in non-traditional roles does not elide the reality that race 

is still meaningful and that people can distinguish skin color. Affirming Anderson’s 

point, Thompson posits “it is not enough to employ a colorblind approach by simply 

placing actors of color in roles that weren’t originally intended for them.”47  

In sum, if performance space is to be used progressively as both an imaginary and 

a real space, then it also must be accomplished with honesty, integrity, and great care. 

Thompson asserts that through “painful dialogue”--for example, a black character 

speaking lines of dialogue that directly contradict the actual actor’s personage -- 

colorblind casting can be reappropriated for revolutionary purposes. “When identity is 

racialized, the destabilization could be even more painful: performance should raise 

questions about the very nature of identity by not claiming race is insignificant but how 

that significance is achieved and perceived.” Thompson continues: “Performance of the 

other is painful not only because the potential exists to be ‘transformed’ into the other 
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through the erasure of one’s own identity but also because the mimetic nature of 

performance highlights the performative nature of all identities.”48  While dangerous, the 

radical extreme intent of this transformation is far more honest and thought provoking 

than simply casting a person of color in a role written as white and expecting audiences to 

suspend disbelief. 

In cinema and television, these same issues arise. However, the difference among 

the media is that audiences are less prone to expect mimesis in theater than in either 

television or film, as Kuleshov hypothesizes. Television and film are both more mimetic 

and thus more “reality based” which translates to less experimentation. Courtney 

Lehmann analyzes the Shakespearean films of Kenneth Branagh and explains that 

although Branagh does implement nontraditional casting, the racial issues are still 

manifest. “Reflecting neither the democratic spirit of the more traditional approaches to 

colorblind casting advanced by Papp nor the overtly political bent of contemporary 

‘conceptual’ casting processes, Branagh’s Shakespeare films ask that we ‘not see’ race 

and that we ‘not see’ racism.”49 Lehmann illustrates her point by referencing Denzel 

Washington’s Don Pedro in Branagh’s Much Ado About Nothing (1994). Quoting 

Branagh as saying that Washington’s blackness “doesn’t work for or against the story,” 

she goes further and analyzes the final scene that Branagh added to the play where all the 

happy (white) couples celebrate their coupling except for Don Pedro who stands 

peripheral to the action.  
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49 Courtney Lehman, “Faux Show,” Colorblind Shakespeare: New Perspectives on Race and Performance, 
(New York: Routledge, 2006), 71. 
 



 31 

If, in Shakespeare’s play, Don Pedro remains unmatched because of his high 
social class, which makes him “too costly” for the lesser aristocrats, then in 
Branagh’s film, the suggestion—however unconscious—is that Washington’s 
Don Pedro is ineligible for marriage on the grounds of race, for his black skin 
would interrupt the all-white production values that constitute this vision of 
utopia, rendering him, not his “brother” [played by Keanu Reeves], the film’s real 
bastard.50 

Washington’s position in the film thus renders him and his blackness visible despite the 

film’s best efforts. It is as Toni Morrison asserts, “Even, and especially when American 

texts are not ‘about’ Africanist presences or characters or narrative or idiom, the shadow 

hovers in implication, in sign, in line of demarcation.”51 

 Washington’s cinematic performance in Much Ado About Nothing is far from the 

only example of colorblindness in visual media. In the context of television, an 

examination of colorblindness necessarily entails an examination of industrial practices, 

beginning with the casting process. With questions of how the process of character typing 

is normalized through casting and how simultaneously the pretense of colorblind casting 

became a pervasive phenomenon on television, I set out to determine how the world of 

television casting has changed in the last twenty years since the last article explicitly 

discussed it as a phenomenon.  I believe that casting is an important but very 

unresearched area because despite the willingness of scholars to interrogate the 

ideological content of the representations we have before us on the television screen, they 

have expended relatively little effort to penetrate beyond these to the process by which 

actors come to inhabit these roles and how these industrial practices transfer ideological 

dynamics from the street to the screen.  
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  One scholar who has investigated the links between industrial practice and 

representation on television is Joseph Turow in Media Industries. Discussing the relative 

risks of continuity and change in television production, Turow provides a convincing 

rationale for generic formats and a general resistance by producers to novelty 

programming. He states:  “Cultural production systems are characterized by a constant 

and pervasive tension between innovation and control.”52 While some degree of 

innovation is needed, control of production equals control and minimization of risks. The 

exercise of creative agency on the part of an individual producer represents an increase in 

risk; Turow posits that if producers pursue radical social or political objectives via their 

programs, it may jeopardize the relationship with advertisers and threaten the stability of 

the organizational hierarchies of production companies.  In such a context, formulas and 

stereotypes are essential tools, and original content can be permitted only to the extent 

that it permits the television industry to offer fresh products. As Turow puts it:  

When time is short, when costs of a creator’s failure are high and when 
organizational and interorganizational reward systems are such that unusual 
approaches that reflect idiosyncratic talents aren’t valued highly, we might expect 
that artists would welcome images that are easy to generate and work with.53   

While Turow agrees that stereotypical portrayals of ethnic or racial identities “pictorialize 

the groups’ relationships to society’s hierarchy from the perspective of elites,” he insists 

that from the perspective of organizations committed to minimization of risk and 

maximization of profits “stereotypes are vehicles for getting work done quickly, 

efficiently and with a lower risk of individual failure than would otherwise be the case.”54 

He does note that some stereotypes have been politicized to the point that where to use 
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them would be detrimental to ratings and therefore to profits; however, these archetypes 

are still useful because they are efficient. For example, the prototypical gang member is 

from a specific racial or ethnic group.  

 While I admit that Turow’s assessment in this area is weak and that more cultural 

scholarship with regard to race and racism would be helpful (especially considering that 

white men make up a large percentage of labor in advertising and in television 

programming), his statement still leaves room for an intervention. If this tension is 

characteristic of television production, then at times the industry should be willing to take 

on greater-than-average risks.  For example, when a network is in transition or crisis, a 

deviation from formula engineered by idiosyncratic talents might be valued.55 Moreover, 

Turow’s work provides a wealth of material upon which to base an analysis of the 

ideological content of casting practices. For instance in an analysis that examines the 

casting of small parts56 (also known as extras, non-speaking parts or stand-in roles), 

Turow argues that small parts are important to television creators because they “feel that 

the minor characters who surround major protagonists of television dramas form a large 

part of the landscape of people that unfolds daily on TV and helps anchor the dramas to 

‘real life’ locations.”57 Turow’s use of the word “landscape” is interesting in this context 

because it assumes that these minor characters fill the background space to add 

authenticity or a sense of the real world. “Landscaping” thus becomes a system of quick 

semiotic readings based on the premise of representation without identification; by 
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including diverse racial types as extras but not providing them speaking parts, the 

television industry gives the viewer a roster of cardboard cutouts with whom empathy is 

unneccessary.     

 With regard to larger parts, Turow asserts, based upon numerous interviews with 

media industry professionals, that casting directors (and producers and talent agents by 

extension) articulate their assumptions of “normal” or “correct” through a handy 

euphemism known as “the right look.” Through the two explicit characteristics of 

credibility and visible balance, the possibilities of incorrect casting can be dramatically 

reduced.  Credibility is defined as “a caster’s perception of what most people think 

someone in a particular occupation or role looks like” while visible balance is described 

as “a caster’s perception of how well actors fit next to one another from an aesthetic 

standpoint.”58 With regard to credibility, Turow’s casting director interviewees stated that 

while they did not know what most people thought, they were certain that choices based 

in credibility must “reflect the nature of the scene, its location, and the character 

(‘quality’) of the actor needed for the small part.” 59 In other words, just as in 

stereotyping, credibility relies on a “prototype”: a quick semiotic reading of a character 

that efficiently orients the viewer to the world of the narrative. For example, if a film 

takes place in Beverly Hills, a police officer will more than likely be Caucasian or if a 

role is listed as “telephone operator” credibility implies that the character is female. 

Likewise, gang members would more likely be black or Latino.  

 Visible balance is likewise an interesting implicit casting guideline. Visible 

balance also speaks to how casting decisions are made based on the overall look of the 
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television program. Turow mentions that casters spoke of “beautiful people, real people 

and street people shows.” 60 

They argued that “street people programs” required “grubby,” “ethnic-looking” 
types for most parts while…shows …have “real” people who are a “step above 
the grubbiness. Interestingly, several interviewees pointed out that a ‘beautiful 
people” show will often not cast beautiful people in the small parts. 61 

Determining how individuals look with respect to one another becomes a significant 

factor in casting. Turow’s interviews outline how casting directors stressed that certain 

choices shaped the aesthetic sensibility of the scene. “In the casting session that I 

attended, the producer and directors chose a stout woman to play a nurse because they 

felt her shape would supply a pleasing “contrast” to the short and heavy ‘maid’ who had 

already been selected to play a scene with her.”62 While I am not clear on the difference 

between heavy and stout, the quote demonstrates that casting is very much tied to looks, 

subjective assumptions, and interpretations of types of people. This material from Turow 

also makes it evident that however casting directors may spin their casting decisions after 

the fact, behind closed doors they are all too aware of visible difference such as skin 

color. It becomes clear that if the ethnic-looking people are thought to be “street people,” 

then the normalization process of casting acts as a racially hierarchical system that pre-

selects roles according to formal-race assumptions. Further, since television is a medium 

with an average two-to-three day turnaround from audition casting to the actors on set 

illustrates how the efficiency rationale reinforces practices containing inherent 

ideological assumptions. If the casting director has a short list of dependable actors who 

                                                
60 Turow.  “Casting For Television.” 22. 
61 Ibid 173.  
62 Ibid 172.  



 36 

in many ways possess the required character types, then they can respond to producers’ 

needs more quickly, meeting the criteria of both visible balance and credibility.  

  Many of these considerations and corresponding ideological outcomes could 

apply easily to the realm of filmmaking as well. Russell Robinson argues that in film, box 

office success is paramount, and, as fickle as audiences are, studios need as many 

guarantees as they can attain. As a result: “These opportunities to play a lead tend to go to 

white actors, because the industry executives believe actors of color lack the universal 

appeal to sustain an extensive project.”63 With this prototypical casting standard, 

colorblind casting seems a viable if not totally progressive alternative because it ensures 

that minority actors, at least in some instances, receive equal opportunities for minor 

roles. However if, as previously mentioned, the roles are written for white actors but are 

cast cross-culturally, the part many times does not allow for cultural specificity, 

relegating the minority actor to a normative white viewpoint.   

  If Robinson’s claims are valid, then how is this colorblind casting model deployed 

in the service of the Hollywood film and television industry? The answer, to borrow from 

Turow, is that these kinds of “diverse” casting initiatives emerge in times of crisis and 

public scandal. Moving from a theoretical examination of colorblind casting to a concrete 

case study, I want to provide the context for this current moment of racial diversity in 

Hollywood. Darnell Hunt outlines a pattern of network decisions and social reactions to 

these kinds of publicity failures. Hunt asserts:  

What I have witnessed over the years is a clear pattern concerning responses to the 
issue of diversity in the Hollywood industry. This pattern is defined by five basic 
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moments connected in a circular chain: 1) periodic circulation of outrageously 
insensitive and offensive portrayals of minorities (usually black Americans, as 
other nonwhites were virtually invisible), 2) public outrage and/or pressure, 3) the 
release of depressing statistics about minority exclusion from or underemployment 
in the industry, 4) token or symbolic industry diversity initiatives designed to 
appease critics, and 5) a return to business-as-usual practices, which virtually 
guaranteed the conservation of a radically insular industry dominated by white 
males.64 

This pattern becomes clear after the release of the fall 1999 primetime television 

upfronts. Largely considered the turning point by which minority advocacy groups began 

to publically challenge the networks blatant exclusion of people of color in network 

television, Hunt’s five key responses emerge. Writer Katie Kleinman lays out the events 

as they occurred:  

In a recent magazine ad, ABC boasted that the network offers "the broadest range 
of programming" on television. The ad featured ten of the network’s biggest stars: 
all were white. But ABC is not alone, of the four major networks, there are 
twenty-six new prime time shows ready to debut, and nearly all the regular cast is 
white. When hiring, "unless it’s stated otherwise, it’s assumed the character is 
white," said one executive. Colorblind casting rarely happens. In August, Kweisi 
Mfume, President of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People (NAACP), confronted ABC, NBC, CBS, and FOX, calling for an 
immediate change in the number of minorities in front of and behind the camera, 
and in the executive ranks. If not, there would be consequences such as 
demonstrations and viewer and advertiser boycotts during the November ratings 
sweep. Mfume announced on November 3, the organization would hold hearings 
in Los Angeles, beginning November 29, instead of a November boycott. The 
hearings would examine racial and ethnic diversity at the networks and whether 
the industry is guilty of discrimination. The NAACP would present the networks 
with "measurable and verifiable goals and timetables" for increasing diversity. If 
not agreed to, the organization will pick one network as a target of a nine-week 
boycott beginning January 1 of 2000.65  
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Comcast and NBC/Universal,” 7 June 2010, 21 June 2010, 
judiciary.house.gov/hearings/pdf/Hunt100607.pdf. 
 
65 Katie M. Kleinman, “Minorities in Prime-time Television,” 15 November 1999, 21 June 2010, 
http://www.katiekleinman.com/portfolio/minoritiesmedia.php.  
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The NAACP was not the only minority advocacy organization that threatened to 

use its considerable political leverage against the networks. Kleinman continues:  

A coalition of Latino groups announced a boycott, or "brownout" in July, 
around the same time the NAACP began their own threats. Despite the 
boycott, little changed. For the fall season, ABC had two Hispanic roles, 
NBC had four roles, CBS had five, and FOX had six. ABC issued a 
statement that they take diversity "very seriously," pointing to its 
broadcast of the Hispanic entertainment community's annual ALMA 
awards. What the statement didn't say is; this year there was no award for 
best actress in a sitcom, because there was no one to nominate.66  

 
Instead of a radical paradigm shift, the networks opted to sprinkle people of color 

throughout the new shows of the fall season as a concession to the groups. Darnell Hunt 

labeled this move as “window dressing, tokens that facilitated the business-as-usual, 

white world of prime time television to continue largely unscathed.”67  However, this 

decision was purely cosmetic because despite the poor public relations disaster this posed 

for the networks and Hollywood-at-large, the bottom line was that regardless of how it 

appeared, people of color on television was not good business. Utilizing the ideology that 

business was neutral of social, political, or cultural context, the networks and some 

minority advocates affirmed that the problem was not that the system was racist; rather, 

the absence of people of color in leading roles on network television was “just business.” 

Kleinman posits: 

Many question the purpose of the hearings, since the networks have already 
admitted they need to increase diversity and have instituted several corrective 
measures. But annually, network promises are easily abandoned for the next 
year’s chase for ratings. In 1997, then NBC Entertainment President Warren 
Littlefield mandated all shows integrate their programs. He left NBC last year and 
none of NBC’s new shows for this fall feature minority leads. All four network’s 
main response has been to quickly add a minority role here and there to quiet 
interest. One prominent ad buyer said major networks really have no financial 

                                                
66 Kleinman, “Minorities.”  
67  Hunt, “Testimony on Hollywood Diversity.”  
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incentive to have more diversity. "They are reaching the minority audience no 
matter what, so they don't really worry about trying to put more minorities on the 
shows.” Their industry sources say, "the answer boils down to a harsh economic 
equation: there's not enough money in diversity to make it a priority." [Minority 
actor and advocate] Edward James Olmos stated, “the problem is primarily 
institutional and financially motivated, not overt racism.” "This was not done with 
malice," he said. "There was no understanding that this was happening, and that's 
the real problem."68 

Yet there were media professionals who called the industry out on its blatant racism. 

Kleinman quotes talent manager Delores Robinson:  

Delores Robinson, a talent manager, put it bluntly, "For God's sake, don't pretend 
you care about people and minorities. That is not where their heads are. They 
should just say outright, 'We don't see minorities as a profitable business.' It's just 
like it used to be in the South. The South had the 'For Whites Only' signs. When 
the signs came down, the prejudice was still going on. So the networks should just 
put up the signs, so we know what's going on.”69 

Hunt summarizes the results of the “almost” boycott:  

Following the coalition’s threat of network and advertiser boycotts, a 51st Annual 
Emmy Awards program in which a few of the virtually non-existent minority 
award winners publicly criticized the lack of industry diversity, and the 
employment guilds’ public pledge to join this latest push for increasing minority 
employment in the industry, voluntary agreements were signed between the 
coalition and each of the networks. The non-binding documents stipulated, among 
other provisions, that the networks would strive to increase minority casting, 
create programs to develop young writers, develop plans to increase purchases 
from minority vendors, and appoint network diversity executives responsible for 
implementing the other plans. By the end of 2003, the diversity agreements--
which some critics had described as “lacking teeth” -- had been in place for nearly 
four years. The networks had established vice president positions focused on 
diversity, and periodic reports by industry watchdog groups revealed possible 
signs of progress, albeit amidst considerable industry inertia.70 

Reinforcing Hunt’s points concerning the efficacy of these diversity agreements, I 

interviewed critical race legal scholar Russell Robinson, who told me that the more 

money showrunners make for the network, the less the network interferes.71 While this is 

                                                
68 Kleinman, “Minorities.”  
69 Robinson quoted in Kleinman.  
70 Hunt, “Testimony on Hollywood Diversity.”  
71 Russell Robinson personal interview.  
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ironic because many times the network’s input is often deemed problematic and may 

hamper a program’s creative progression, in cases where a show’s casting is not 

adequately reflecting the American scene, it is imperative that the network does step in. 

Recalling Hunt’s five patterns of network response, they will step in but only to put out 

the small fires that can be managed in a short-term span. Networks are by and large 

concerned with the present: present statistics and audience demographics as well as 

present tastes and preferences. To suggest that these network executives actually come to 

terms with the changing faces and racial diversity in any way other than a superfluous 

sprinkling of color within a predominately white cast is a challenge that is hard to 

overcome. 

 Thus at the close of this literature review on casting, the effects of colorblindness 

can be better understood as a means of marginalizing and undermining the experiences of 

minorities in American society. Limiting the viewpoints to acceptable, dominant white 

experiences obscures the potential for genuine multiculturalism. In sum, the notion of 

colorblind casting is a myth perpetuated to uphold and maintain white supremacy. I do 

subscribe to playwright August Wilson’s opinion that “race matters—that is the largest, 

most identifiable and most important part of our personality…because it is the one that 

most influences your perception of yourself and it is the one to which others in the world 

of men most respond.”72 Colorblind casting would have society believe that the solution 

to racial discord is through simply including people of different skin colors to increase 

diversity. As stated repeatedly above, this type of race consciousness stunts and displaces 

the many different cultural specificities embodied by persons of visible difference. I 

                                                
72 August Wilson, “The Ground On Which I Stand,” Callaloo, Summer 1997, Vol. 20:3, 495. 
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prefer a type of “color consciousness” that acknowledges the culture that is carried by 

those with similar socio-historical contexts and skin colors and further seeks to 

understand how this racial-cultural experience informs the unique personality of a given 

individual. I recognize the danger that comes alongside this type of specificity because it 

could manifest as negative stereotype. However, casting minority writers and 

showrunners in powerful media positions could ensure that the minority experience be 

represented in a complex, multidimensional – ultimately truthful -- manner. The pain that 

is borne by experience, or by an empathic sharing of the experiences, of others can only 

enhance the stories told by television.  

Methodology 

The goal of this project is to explore how the casting process for contemporary 

television production has embarked upon a new wave of blindcasting.  My primary 

research will consist of an analysis of casting as a site of culture production through 

observation of casting session auditions and conversations with casting directors and 

other industry professionals. I have chosen these research methods purposefully, with the 

recognition that television’s representations of colorblindness do not begin and end in the 

text but form during the production process.  My goal is not simply to undergo a study of 

black representation on television—that project has been previously explored by Donald 

Bogle, Herman Gray, Beretta Smith-Shomade, and others. I am not interested in 

stereotypes of black representation; rather, I am concerned with the mechanics that 

determine who will and will not be eligible to represent a group. On a more practical 

level, I am interested in why, for example, casting directors and network executives 
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believed Diahann Carroll “fits” the role of Julia Baker better than Cicely Tyson or Juanita 

Moore.   

Furthermore, since Grey’s Anatomy has gained critical praise for its application of 

the blindcasting process as insisted upon by Rhimes, it became clear to me that 

understanding the workings of the casting process could demonstrate more effectively 

how discourses of race are mitigated and negotiated in industrial systems like television.  

I contend that learning how casting directors and talent agents jointly produce the “best” 

actor for the role lends a nuanced view to a field full of theoretical speculation of 

minority representation. This will fill a gap in the field of critical race theory as I have 

outlined it:  first, it will expand the study of colorblindness somewhat further into the 

realm of contemporary television; second, it represents an innovative method, combining 

industrial research with discourse analysis.  While the examination of textual 

representations of race has been, and remains, critical, I would argue that much can be 

gained by looking deeper into industrial practices, or what John Caldwell calls “deep 

texts.”73  If we understand how and why certain representations of people of color arrive 

on our screens, we as media scholars may be in a better position to persuade television 

producers to change practices. 

  In order to create a structure for my research, I arranged the dissertation as a 

progression from a theoretical discussion of casting as cultural production to an 

ethnographic account of a casting audition and interviews with individuals involved in 

                                                
73 John Caldwell, Production Culture: Industrial Reflexivity and Critical Practice in Film and Television, 
(Durham, NC, 2008), 3.  
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the casting process to an examination of Grey’s Anatomy’s textual and extratextual 

discourse and finally to a chapter designed to answer the question, “is there hope”?   

Chapter Outline 

After this initial chapter in chapter two I borrow Paul du Gay’s theory of cultural 

production to explain the manner by which media professionals “talk” about their field. 

du Gay asserts that the processes these professionals are involved in are just as important 

as the final product. Thus, this chapter is devoted to the first phase of my ethnographic 

observations into the worlds of casting. Interviewing key producers and casting directors 

in Austin, Texas, explores how these media professionals’ hegemonic ideologies 

reinforce the kinds of representations that appear on television.  

Chapter three continues the work of chapter two by giving an ethnographic 

accounting of media professionals relationship to casting and representation. This chapter 

describes my research in Los Angeles in July 2009 and the illuminating conversations I 

had with the major actors’ guild organizations as well as a network casting executive. 

What emerges from these conversations ultimately shapes my ideas about casting and its 

position within the nexus of the Hollywood industry’s power. The three key issues I 

explore are: 1) colorblindness as an actor’s self-fashioning strategy; 2) the priority of 

gainful employment; and 3) the ways that hegemonic assumptions about minority actors 

and their racial performances ultimately become self-fulfilling prophecies for media 

professionals. 

  
In chapter four I use ABC’s Grey’s Anatomy as a case study of the blindcasting 

process.  While the popular press hailed Grey’s as a sign of a more progressive era, the 
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contradictions of this branding become apparent at the production level. Of particular 

interest is showrunner Rhimes, who does not provide space for her characters to be 

different—at least not past skin color. Quite the contrary; Rhimes vehemently refuses to 

include discussions of race on her show. This form of representation without culturally 

specific identification works well for ABC because it appeases both the minority action 

groups who desire diversified casts and the mainstream audience who expect non-

confrontational television. Thus, the objective of this chapter is to explore how the 

mechanics of race neutrality function through the cast and characters within Grey’s text 

and extratextual interviews. Further, I situate Grey’s within a larger frame of the medical 

drama and its generic characteristics that ultimately enable this process of neutralizing 

race. Finally, I point to two guest stars of Grey’s, Diahann Carroll and Richard 

Roundtree, to demonstrate how even though the program desires to function as a 

colorblind program, the histories of these iconic black stars loads up the text with a 

variety of racially and culturally specific excess.   

   The goal of the final chapter is to ask “what next?” Part of my answer to that 

question stems from two programs that did intentionally attempt to cast in a culturally 

specific manner—NBC’s Homicide: Life on the Street (1993-2000) and HBO’s The Wire 

(2002-2008). Former newspaper reporter and self-proclaimed Hollywood outsider David 

Simon had a hand in both of these series. Through these series I will explore how the 

realist, documentary aesthetic intertwined with the procedural genre and the production 

culture of the shows allowed for culturally specific casting. Further, I want to illustrate 

how, while these two examples are important in considering alternatives to colorblind 

casting, they are marginal in comparison to the commonsense Hollywood logic against 
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which they are set. Ultimately, The Wire and Homicide (and the production cultures they 

generated) are more the exception than the rule and likely to remain so.  
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Chapter Two: Casting as Cultural Production 

  In a 2009 New York Times article, a disability advocate’s group criticized the 

hiring of actress Abigail Breslin for the role of Helen Keller in an upcoming Broadway 

revival of The Miracle Worker. According to the article, the advocacy group for deaf and 

blind actors argued that the producers should have auditioned one of their members for 

the role. In response, producer David Richenthal asserted that it was not a negligent slip-

up but rather a decision based in commerce and that, by casting Breslin in the lead role, 

he could recruit investors for the production. “It’s simply naïve to think that in this day 

and age you’ll be able to sell tickets to a play revival solely on the potential of the 

production to be a great show.”1  Rebutting Richenthal’s logic, Sharon Jensen, executive 

director of the advocacy group argued “[that] the issue transcended Broadway 

economics…that a deaf or blind actress would be able to imbue the role of Helen with her 

experience.”2  

In a different story from USA Today, a multi- Hollywood union disability 

advocate group criticized the hit Fox television show Glee (2009-) for not casting one of 

their paraplegic members as the physically disabled character Artie, instead, going with 

an actor who would have to portray a teenager in a wheelchair.3 A variety of rationales 

were hypothesized on the part of the advocacy group. “I think there's a fear of litigation, 

that a person with disabilities might slow a production down, fear that viewers might be 

                                                
1 Patrick Healy, “Group Criticizes Helen Keller Casting Group Criticizes Helen Keller Casting,” The New 
York Times, 29 October 2009, C6.  
2 Ibid.  
3 Associated Press, “Glee wheelchair episode hits bump with disabled,” USA Today, 10 November 2009, 21 
June 2010, www.usatoday.com/life/.../2009-11-10-glee-wheelchair_N.htm.   
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uncomfortable.”4 As with The Miracle Worker example, Brad Falchuk, executive 

producer of Glee responded to the criticism with an explanation that suggested of all the 

actors he considered for Artie’s role—including black, white, and in wheelchairs—it was 

difficult to find an actor who could sing, dance (in a wheelchair), and have the charisma 

necessary for the medium.  

I start with these examples as a way of illustrating the interrelation between 

casting and its reception. In that same USA Today article, the author asserts that 

“Television…has a unique place in the country's cultural and social fiber. It deals in 

volume, is entrenched in most lives as it consumes hours of leisure time and has the daily 

power to reinforce attitudes or reshape them. Increasingly, it's been expected to reflect 

America in whole and not just the so-called mainstream.”5 While I am not arguing a 

simple understanding of television’s impact on reception, understanding how the author 

believes that television should reflect a very different America than it currently does is a 

helpful starting point. Glee producer Falchuk would not disagree with the assessment; on 

the contrary, he goes out of his way to illustrate how he was looking for a diverse cast of 

the “best” actors he could find. One important thing not to underestimate is the word 

“actor.” At the end of the day, the best actor does not necessarily reflect America in 

whole; “best actor” reflects the person who can portray the best version of American in 

whole. This is not only true with regard to actors with disabilities versus actors without 

them and the politics of acting versus more realistic verisimilitude but also is true with 

regard to race, ethnicity, age, and sexuality.  

                                                
4 Ibid.  
5 Ibid.  
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Assumptions and hiring decisions about the best portrayal of these identities are 

tied up in cultural understandings of what the identities “look” like and, more important, 

how the identities can best be served.These understandings are functions of the cultural 

industry of casting. But this knowledge begs the question, “How are these knowledge 

systems developed”? In this chapter I hope to extend the conversation I started in chapter 

one about the casting process at large. I want first to describe how casting functions as a 

mode of cultural production that shapes and maintains racial hierarchies. Next, I want to 

reinforce how the casting process works and then to provide an ethnography of casting 

directors and observations of larger casting processes. With such a methodology, I hope 

to provide more understanding into how television casting has changed in the last few 

years to accommodate colorblindness as a hegemonic process.  

Cultures of Production/Productions of Culture and Casting 

In his analysis of the cultural production of the Sony Walkman, Paul du Gay 

describes how the discourse circulated around the development of the invention was not 

just geared to understand how the cultural artifact was represented but also how the 

processes that produced the artifact were represented. du Gay posits:  

We need to think about how the various processes of production are understood 
and given meaning by being labeled and categorized in various ways 
(“innovative,” “Japanese,” “teamwork,” and so on). To understand processes we 
need to refer to more than the title of occupational roles (engineer, assembler, and 
president) and definition of specific activities (welding, purchasing, wiring). What 
we need to try to understand are the definitive practices used in the production of 
the Walkman and the way that such widespread practices are represented in terms 
of specific values, beliefs and patterns of working. What we may call the culture 
of production is an integral part of the company way of life that informs intra-
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organizational decisions and activities (such as staff recruitment policies, 
departmental organizational arrangements and general management strategies). 6 

Connecting Du Gay’s points with a study of casting, I would argue that many of the same 

assumptions are at work. Rather than just giving the basic explanation that the casting 

director auditions actors for parts in feature films, television programs and commercials, 

it is more useful to examine how those casting practices occur and under which 

constraints. Moreover, it cannot be overstated how much casting is based on certain 

hegemonic assumptions of racial identity that are not only accepted by society but by the 

Hollywood industry. Also important to take into account when exploring the specific 

values and beliefs is the implicit understanding in Hollywood of the common mantra I 

heard repeatedly during my interviews: “Acting is fiction.” Thus, while a common sense 

notion of what various racial and ethnic groups look like and act like pervades, if 

someone who is not necessarily a member of that racial/ethnic group can perform or is 

imbued with the apparent essence of that group, then that person is just as worthy of the 

part as the more “natural” candidate. This is a paradoxical belief that will be brought up 

throughout the project because, as I have come to observe, the negotiation of this 

“common sense” is never clear or simple.  

 Keith Negus reasserts that last point when he cites the work of Richard Peterson 

and John Ryan. By outlining the “production of culture” perspective, Peterson and Ryan 

challenge the more traditional notion of production as a “filter-flow” model. The filter-

flow model suggests that once the raw material is delivered to the industrial organization, 

it will be processed and distributed to the public. On the contrary, Peterson and Ryan 

                                                
6 Paul du Gay, “The Production of the Sony Walkman,” Doing Cultural Studies: The Story of the Sony 
Walkman, (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1997), 43. 
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argue that “elements of culture are ‘fabricated’ amongst occupational groups and within 

social milieus for whom symbol system production is most self-consciously the centre of 

activity.” 7  Put simply, the act of producing a cultural artifact is not a filtration system 

but a system of fabrication in which each member of the process shares because 

production is not just about the product itself but about the product’s symbolic meaning. 

Further, Peterson and Ryan argue that the production of culture perspective functions 

more as an assembly line where “they considered a number of skilled specialists [who] 

have a part in shaping the final work as it goes through a series of stages.”8 Using their 

case study of country music as evidence, Negus continues: “Ryan and Peterson then 

followed the progress of country music songs along a ‘decision chain’ of discrete 

activities which involved writing, publishing, recording, marketing, manufacture, and 

consumption. At each stage they observed that a number of choices were confronted and 

a number of modifications might be made to the songs. ”9 Because this system seems 

extremely unified and overly idealistic for a set of organizations that are managed by 

people who are not always unified and overly idealistic, Negus does make the point that, 

although the product is passed through the decision chain, far more fragmentation exists 

in terms of job activity and is more akin to a jigsaw puzzle. “The pieces of the jigsaw 

often did not come together and the process was often not successful because the jigsaw 

was continually being changed as it was being put together.”10  

                                                
7 Keith Negus, “Industry,” Popular Music in Theory: An Introduction, (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan 
University Press, 1996), 57. 
8 Keith Negus, “The Production of Culture,” Production of Culture/Cultures of Production, (Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage, 1997), 100.  
9 Ibid 100.  
10 Ibid 100.  
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This jigsaw illustration is important to casting because I would be in grave error if 

I suggested that casting was the most important part of the production process or that it 

was a bottom-up practice. The fact is that while the casting directors are doing their 

fragmented part of the job, they are reliant upon the writers as well as the producers, 

directors, and network executives for further decisions and directives. Often the casting 

process is an ongoing activity because of all the back and forth communiqués among 

these disparate groups. And yet, casting is such a vital practice because, in many ways, 

these workers are the gatekeepers for talent as well as a repository for important cultural 

notions of race, ethnicity, and sexuality.  

  A final factor that Negus mentions is a part of the production of culture and the 

culture of production is the notion of creativity. Negus asserts that while the media 

industries ultimately produce products, these cultural artifacts are still thought of to the 

workers as the result of a creative process. Media industry professionals need to believe 

that they are not making widgets and sprockets but symbolic product that will be 

consumed and appreciated because it is innovative, imaginative, and creative. With his 

case study of the music industry, Negus also makes clear that he is trying to destabilize 

the more traditional binary of commerce and creativity by arguing “that the music 

industry plays a major part in shaping the conditions and divisions within which claims 

about creativity are asserted, maintained and contested.”11 He goes on further to discuss 

how creativity is a function of these industries.  

                                                
11 Keith Negus, “Cultural production and the corporation: musical genres and the strategic management of 
creativity 
in the US recording industry,” Media Culture and Society, July 1998, Volume 20:3, 362.  
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Creative practice is not approached as inspirational and radically new, nor as 
something that everybody does in a kind of everyday creative way. Instead, 
ongoing cultural production involves working with recognizable codes, 
conventions and expectations. It entails putting together various audio and visual 
components in a recognizably familiar but slightly different way. It is that slightly 
different-ness that is usually the source of critical discussion, rather than any 
sudden dramatic change. It is the newness and familiarity to which audiences and 
other musicians are responding.12 

I argue that the same process happens within the television production industry. 

Although casting directors swear that they just “know” when they meet the right person 

for the part, it is more likely that they have seen a number of similar versions of that 

“right” person. And, usually, that right person adheres to the standardized codes, 

conventions, and expectations of the industry the casters service. As an example, with no 

training and little experience, after a number of actors auditioned for the same part, I too 

could begin to recognize what the expected look of the actor was supposed to be and 

could also select the “best” person for the job. In short, creativity is not a mystical, 

inspirational act; within these industries, it is a learned behavior.  

Not only are Negus and du Gay important to the framing of casting as cultural 

production but so are the interventions of media scholars such as Stuart Hall and Elana 

Levine.13  Levine posits, “while cultural scholars readily admit that capital plays a chief 

role in commercial media production, they tend to stop their thinking there, failing to 

look for the roles of discourse, knowledge and daily practice in cultural production.”14 

Stopping short of discovering how integrated discourses of power and knowledge 

function within media production limits the usefulness of textual analysis and  reduces 

                                                
12 Ibid 362-63. 
13 Elana Levine, “Toward a Paradigm for Media Production Research: Behind the Scenes at General 
Hospital,” Critical Studies in Mass Communication, March 2001, Volume 18:1, 67.  
14 Ibid 67.  
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the methodology to an overly essentialized set of patterns and characteristics. The 

potential of an integrated cultural studies and production analysis can, as Levine suggests, 

“offer cultural studies researchers, as well as communications scholars working within 

other paradigms, new insights and heretofore unrecognized connections between media 

production, media texts, media audiences and the social contexts within which they 

circulate.”15   

Levine suggests, and I agree, that the foundational texts that integrate media 

production with studies of texts, audiences, and cultural contexts stem from the work of 

Stuart Hall and Richard Johnson. Hall’s encoding/decoding model is a useful starting 

point because he begins his essay, in effect, problematizing the traditional mass 

communications model of linearity, that is, sender/message/receiver. Not seeing this 

traditional structure as sufficiently complex and layered, Hall introduced a different 

paradigm that could account for the discursive moments where power could be seen 

throughout a communicative process. “It is also possible (and useful) to think of this 

process in terms of a structure produced and sustained through the articulation of linked 

but distinctive moments—production, circulation, distribution/consumption, 

reproduction.”16 Instead of visualizing communication as a one-way circuit, Hall’s 

proposal of a multi-directional system where audience power was as strong as those in 

production with organization power and vice versa enabled scholars to take a nuanced 

view toward the creation of textual meaning and practice. Continuing in his argument for 

study at the production level of a text, Hall asserts, “The process [circulation of product] 

                                                
15 Ibid 66.  
16 Stuart Hall, “Encoding/Decoding,” Media and Cultural Studies: Keyworks. Ed. Meenakshi Gigi Durham 
and Douglas Kellner, (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2001), 166.  
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thus requires, at the production end, its material instruments—its ‘means’—as well as its 

own sets of social (production) relations—the organization and combination of practices 

within media apparatuses.” 17 Hall argues that when the process is viewed this way, no 

moment is valued or more powerful than another; rather all are necessary in creating and 

articulating text. As a reassurance to cultural scholars that this paradigm is not a 

sophisticated euphemism for “following the money,” Hall again stresses that discourse 

must be tracked at all levels including its “origin” point at the production level.  

Thus while in no way wanting to limit research to ‘following only those leads 
which emerge from content analysis,’ we must recognize that the discursive form 
of the message has a privileged position in the communicative exchange (from the 
viewpoint of circulation) and that the moments of ‘encoding’ and ‘decoding’, 
though only ‘relatively autonomous’ in relation to the communicative process as a 
whole, are determinate moments.18  

In other words, it is not just the finished text or program that is important to the process 

of understanding how messages are understood but also the manner by which the 

message is constructed also determines comprehension and reception. Thus, the process 

of decoding, or that work which focuses upon audience reception of a text is dependent 

on the encoded message and should be studied with equal fervor. Hall’s description of the 

production process as part of discourse is also worth noting.  

The institutional structures of broadcasting, with their practices and networks of 
production, their organized relations and technical infrastructures, are required to 
produce a programme. Using the analogy of Capital, this is the ‘labour process’ in 
the discursive mode. Production, here, constructs the message. In one sense, then, 
the circuit begins here. Of course, the production process is not without its 
‘discursive’ aspect: it, too, is framed throughout by meanings and ideas: 
knowledge –in-use concerning the routines of production, historically defined 
technical skills, professional ideologies, institutional knowledge, definitions and 

                                                
17 Ibid 166.  
18 Ibid 167.  
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assumptions, assumptions about the audience and so on frame the constitution of 
the programme through this production structure.19 

While this may seem an obvious point, production is made up of individuals with varied 

levels of knowledge—sometimes gained from programs they have decoded. Hall posits, 

“Though the production structures of television originate the television discourse, they do 

not constitute a closed system. They draw topics, treatments, agendas, events, personnel, 

images of the audience…from other sources and other discursive formations within the 

wider socio-cultural and political structure of which they are a differentiated part.”20  I 

wish to add here that reception is also not a closed system but is a process of negotiating 

textual and extratextual information as well as some knowledge about the production 

process. 

Not only is Hall’s contribution of encoding as discursive process a useful 

foundation in media production study but so is Johnson’s circuit of culture model. Levine 

relays the importance of Johnson’s work: “Johnson’s model poses a mutually influential 

relationship between production, texts, audiences and contexts.”21 Johnson believes that 

in order to understand power within cultural texts, scholars must investigate all the areas 

that power rests. “…[W]e need to ask not only about objects, theories and methods, but 

also about the political limits and potentials of different standpoints around the circuit.”22 

Taking stock of how Marxist political economists deployed production as their primary 

weapon, Johnson tracks how “economism” and “productivism” limits this viewpoint; that 

                                                
19 Ibid 167.  
20 Ibid 167.  
21 Levine 67.  
22 Richard Johnson, “What is cultural studies anyway?”, Social Text, Winter 1986, Volume 16, 53.  
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is, the neglect of the cultural impact of media is in deference to the economic impact and 

the primacy of production respectively. 

Levine summarizes Johnson’s approach to interweaving the cultural with 

production. 

First, he argues for the examination of production moments as distinct and 
particular, as specific acts, not just general conditions. Secondly, and at 
first glance contradictorily, he argues for a lack of distinction between 
production, texts and audiences.23 

Put simply, production does not just stem from forces (conditions) of capitalist 

production but is far more nuanced and layered within culture’s reciprocating nature of 

creator and receptor.  

With that in mind, through an ethnographic account I want to demonstrate the many 

tensions between the creators (particularly the casting director) and their products. 

The Origins of the Project 

In fall 2007 in an ethnography class I took to equip myself better with different 

qualitative research methods, I developed a pilot study for my dissertation. Being the first 

time out, I decided not to try to conquer Hollywood just yet but rather to take advantage 

of Hollywood’s local presence in Austin. In early October I bought a badge and attended 

the Austin Film Festival, which was dedicated both to exhibiting films and to talking 

about the film and television industry. An ethnography project in itself, I walked around 

and observed the potential writers, actors, and producers mingling with those individuals 

already in power positions and trying to learn how to break out into the insular 

                                                
23 Levine 67.  
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Hollywood machine. In the business panels I attended, television executives and writers 

spoke about the changing face of television and the need for innovation.  

During one session entitled “Groundbreaking TV,” a white male ABC network 

producer in charge of Ugly Betty posited that the show works because while it is a show 

about Latinas it draws a mass audience because “every woman in America feels that 

way.”24 Assuming that he meant that every woman at some point feels ugly (not Latina), 

this statement reveals how casting is so vital to the production process. It is not just the 

idea of Betty as a homely character that builds an audience, but it is through identification 

with her that the audience is established and maintained. In order for a show about 

Latinos in white corporate America to be green-lighted, it has to have characters who 

despite their Latino-ness can still resonate with white viewers. I use the word “despite” 

intentionally because, in many cases, the race and ethnicity of the characters are an 

afterthought in comparison to their narrative storylines.  

After the session, I asked the moderator of the panel, Channing Dungey, who 

serves as Senior Vice President of drama development at ABC, if she could comment on 

the blindcasting innovation emerging on Grey’s Anatomy. She replied: “We have an 

initiative at Touchstone and ABC to strive for diversity in front of and behind the 

camera.” I asked her to clarify if she was suggesting that this innovation was a strategy 

across the board with their primetime dramas, and she responded, “Yes, we want to be 

diverse for all programs including Grey’s, Lost, and Desperate Housewives.”25   

Dungey’s quote is both typical and frustrating because she gave me the network’s 

                                                
24 Michael McDonald, “Groundbreaking Television” Panel, Austin Film Festival Writers Conference, 
October 2007.  
25 Channing Dungey, Personal Interview by Kristen Warner, 18 August 2007.   
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diversity statement she specifically memorized for questions like mine. Nevertheless, her 

avoidance of the phrase “blindcasting” which was a buzzword that her network circulated 

in the popular press as opposed to the more common word “diversity” struck me as odd -- 

especially given the paradox of these two words when put in dialogue with one another. 

What I mean by paradox is that ultimately to be diverse means intentionally to see racial 

difference while blindcasting literally means not to see race. How can these two notions 

be in place at the same time?  

I believe that in the minds of television executives like Dungey and network 

casting directors these two concepts have a synergistic relationship and that one will lead 

to the other. The belief around blindcasting is that each actor will be the best person for 

the role and that somehow the diversity issue will organically work itself out of that 

casting practice. Put simply, similar to the supposed invisible hand guiding the economic 

structure in a free market, blindcasting serves as the invisible guide to generate the best 

actors who will naturally reflect the diversity of the United States in terms of racial 

difference. 

 Later that afternoon, I attended the Friday Night Lights (FNL, 2006-) panel for 

two reasons. First, I had very little knowledge about the show except for the basic 

premise and thought that listening to the cast and crew speak about the narrative and 

aesthetic strategies would aid in my understanding about why the show attracted a small 

but strongly devoted audience and garnered such critical acclaim. Second, I wanted to use 

the panel as a networking opportunity to connect with the crew and begin to generate 

relationships that could help access the set so that I could interview above-the-line 

personnel like writers, directors and producers. FNL filmed most its first season in 
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Austin, and while much of its casting occurred  in Los Angeles under the direction of 

Linda Lowy, it was also decided to add a local flavor to the program by hiring supporting 

actors and extras from the Austin area. Under direction of Beth Sepko at Third Coast 

Casting, many local actors were cast in FNL and eventually received an enormous 

amount of national attention. While the major case study of this dissertation is Grey’s 

Anatomy, FNL is a useful counterpart and object of study because of the way that the 

show specifically grapples with race, class, and regional specificity.   

The panel consisted of a few of the show’s stars, and the only crewmember 

present Jeffrey Reiner, a producer and director for FNL. With a ballroom chock full of 

fans enamored with the program’s music and cinema vérité-style camerawork, it seemed 

difficult if not impossible to ask a question that might dampen the positive mood. 

Nevertheless, I persisted and asked my question to Reiner in what felt to be more like a 

press conference than a workshop. I asked him to describe how ABC’s blindcasting 

practices had led FNL to try to keep up with the trend. Reiner replied that it was a good 

question and began to tell how they “try the best they can.”26   

We have multiethnic casting…we have a Guatemalan exchange student and 
Smash and his family [one of the central characters, Smash is an African 
American football player who lives in the projects with his mother and sisters]. It 
really is a case of the best actor wins. And since we give the cast the freedom to 
rewrite the dialogue if something doesn’t seem right, they can improvise. 27 

Continuing on, Reiner then gave an example about Smash’s mother—one of the minority 

characters.  

                                                
26 Jeffrey Reiner, "Friday Night Lights Workshop," Austin Film Festival Writers Conference, Austin, TX, 
October 2007, Workshop Q&A. 
27 Reiner workshop.  



  

 
 

60 

Y’know she’s from Dallas. What’s her name? [Cast members on panel go 
through a list of names that could fit and every time it is not correct. At one point 
they name her daughter’s character on the show. For the record, they never did 
name Smash’s mother.] Well, even though the father is absent, we try to represent 
them fairly. In some scenes we’ll be [filming] in their apartment, and she’ll be 
acting and I’ll direct her to not play the character so hard. I tell her that she can be 
less black.28 
Reiner’s quote is full of key ideas and assumptions to be unpacked. The idea of an 

African-American type is reinforced here because the black actress is in a sense more 

known for her role as Smash’s mother than as a specifically identified person on the 

show. Also of note is the “be less black” line. While I did not press Reiner to clarify what 

he meant, it seemed that he thought that statement was a progressive one. In fact, it could 

speak to a colorblind agenda of whitening where few discernable traits mark individuals 

as racialized entities. At its core, “be less black” suggests there exists degrees or a strata 

of blackness--one of them the stereotype of the ghetto, aggressive black female. While 

Reiner thought he was being progressive by not asking this actress to portray a 

stereotype, what he was actually doing was interpreting what degree of blackness was 

needed for the purposes of the show. According to Reiner, Liz Mikel, the actress grew up 

in a Dallas, Texas, housing project and was quite familiar with the reality for her role; 

thus, portraying her character accurately might have been equivalent to what Reiner 

labeled as “too black.”  

Therefore, “accuracy” is a key component in casting roles. Recalling chapter 

one’s discussion of Kuleshov’s use of “typage” as a practice of enabling an individual, 

who is meaningless in herself, to serve as a stand-in for a class or caste, Mikel’s personal 

background makes her a perfect fit for her role.  Making sure that an actor fits the 
                                                
28 Ibid.  
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character type is vital to filming a television program because if the wrong actor is 

selected, it affects the entire show. This raises the question, how do these casting 

directors and producers determine accuracy? Well first it is not quantifiable nor is it 

necessarily based in a thoroughly researched study; on the contrary, accuracy is simply 

subjective to the casting director and producer’s taste. To use the FNL example, Reiner’s 

selection of Mikel as the black mother is partly due his vision of what a working-class 

black mother looks like. While his intentions of racial inclusion may have been good, 

what also is articulated is the fear of a stereotype so strongly that his solution was to 

suggest becoming “less black.” But this phrase also raises the question, if one is less 

black with what is it replaced? As described earlier, race-neutrality, that is the lessening 

of cultural specificity, renders individuals to a state of not neutral but hegemonic 

whiteness. For Reiner, her skin tone is accurate to represent Corrina “Mama” Williams.   

Not only was Williams’s accuracy important to Reiner but so was the correct 

accuracy of the fictional town of Dillon, Texas. Because the town is supposed to be 

located in West Texas, a strong need is to depict accurately the location’s racial 

demographic. Reiner remarked that they could not interject more racial diversity because 

that did not accurately resemble what West Texas looked like. Reiner’s objective of 

accurately depicting Dillon makes sense. Further, my argument is not to suggest that 

there necessarily be a rainbow of race on every program. What Reiner missed was that 

the problem with casting a program is that it did not matter if he hired a range of diverse 

looking individuals on FNL; if those individuals were not able to make their characters 

culturally diverse then they each were playing culturally normative parts.  
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Not only was the experience at the film festival useful to the beginnings of my 

researching the connection between race and casting but so was the next phase in my 

pilot study: contacting the casting directors. This process was more difficult than merely 

attending a film festival and making the connections already provided by workshops. In 

fact, one of the major issues seemed to be that access to casting was a problem because 

initially FNL producers did not respond to my inquiries. Additionally, auditions for FNL 

were halted because of the Writer’s Guild of America strike that began in early 

November 2007. In other words, there may have been nothing to see. I had a few other 

casting director contacts that I made through acquaintances, but I was frequently told that 

they had nothing to show me because this was the slow season. Indeed, casting directors 

can only work on jobs they have contracted by way of the client. Without a client, there 

can be no casting. Because the due date for the ethnography class project was quickly 

approaching, I opted for the “hail Mary pass” shotgun approach, found all the casting 

director numbers in the greater Austin area, and phoned them all pleading for a callback. 

After receiving no phone calls the week before Thanksgiving, I assumed that my project 

was going to have to wait a semester. Then the week after Thanksgiving I received a call 

from Beth Sepko’s Third Coast Casting assistant Sheila Steele. Interested by my plea 

(and my research I am sure), Steele was amenable to me talking to her on the phone about 

the business. I told her that I was doing preliminary research on casting for a larger 

project and that I needed to learn the basics as well as some thoughts on diversity. At 

first, Steele thought that the phone was the best system of communication, but I tried to 

persuade her that allowing me access to actual auditions would give me a better idea of 

this world. After discussing with Sepko the possibility of joining them for a session, 



  

 
 

63 

Steele called me and facilitated my access. I would have about thirty minutes to talk with 

Steele (and Sepko) and then the rest of the time I would spend watching auditions for a 

feature film they were casting which was tentatively called Will.29 

On arriving at the office building at noon, I honestly had no idea what to expect 

about either the place or the people. After Steele buzzed me in and after walking down a 

long corridor filled with offices and luxury salons and up the stairs past the smoking 

veranda.  I found Third Coast Casting.  Opening the glass door, immediately to my left 

was Steele busy at work on her Macbook. Not dressed quite how I envisioned an assistant 

to look, Steele wore an A-line sparkly sleeveless top and some dark jeans. Greeting me 

with a big “how are ya!” we began to get acquainted. She asked me more about what I 

was interested in learning and then began to tell me about the business of casting.  

What seemed most important to her was conveying to me how casting has 

changed over the years because of technology. Introducing me to a subscription-based 

website called Breakdown Service, Steele explained that the basic premise of any casting 

job is figuring out what roles need to be filled. Once they receive the script, Sepko and 

Steele literally break down each part and give descriptions of each character after which 

they post the breakdowns on the service so that talent agents can send their best fitting 

clients out for the job. One part that I looked at called for “a young man mid-30s who 

likes the outdoors and fishing.” On first view, many of the characters had no ethnic 

qualifiers but seemed open to interpretation. As Steele continued to share her laptop with 

                                                
29 Since then Will has been released as the newly titled Bandslam (2009).  
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me and show me some of their past breakdowns, I did see several listed as “Caucasian” 

as a qualifier.  

The breakdown service is thus vital to making the casting director the central 

figure and the talent agents beholden to them. In past iterations of the breakdown service 

with regard to television, Joseph Turow posits that the producer accepts the script and 

then releases it to the talent agents to search through for roles that may be appropriate for 

their clients. “In the late 1970s…the script was also sent to a commercial ‘breakdown’ 

service, which abstracted the character descriptions and circulated them among 

subscribing talent agents.”30 The new Breakdown Service system seems to work opposite 

of that earlier practice. In terms of television, Steele points out that in the case of FNL, 

they receive the script from the producers and then abstract the character descriptions 

themselves. Then the casting director sends the breakdown via the website to selected 

talent agencies who, based on the descriptions, offer role possibilities to their actor-

clients who may fit the type. At this stage, it seems that the power lies between the 

casting director and the television producer or film director.  

Turow continues by unpacking the three interconnected roles of talent agent, 

producer, and casting director: 

While the talent agent is getting the scripts or script encapsulations, the show’s 
casting director is charged with composing a suggestion list of possible actors for 
every small part. The list is frequently formulated after consulting the on-line 
producer and the episode’s director; the executive producer rarely interferes. They 
clarify their conceptions of each part and the type of person (sometimes even the 
particular person) they want for it. Upon completion, the casting director’s list is 
presented to the on-line producer and director. They make some choices 

                                                
30 Joseph Turow, Media Industries: The Production of News and Entertainment, (New York: Longman, 
1992), 171.  
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immediately and ask that a few candidates for other roles come out to the studio 
to try out for the parts. Final selections are made after these readings.31 

I included this long description because most of it, according to my interviews, is still 

fairly accurate,  especially the detail that, while executive producers  may have little to do 

with the supporting parts, both the overall “look” of the series as well as the casting of the 

lead actors do have to be cleared with them. This is particularly important to note if the 

executive producers are also financially successful showrunners who have earned enough 

clout to escape network supervision. As legal scholar Russell Robinson shared with me, 

after Marta Kauffman and David Crane, the creator/executive producers of Friends 

(NBC, 1995-2003), made NBC the number-one network and returned huge profit shares 

to the network, they would not be pressured to do anything they did not want to do—

including diversely casting their show.32  Ultimately the producers make all the final 

casting decisions; the casting directors’ job is to narrow the possibilities by selecting the 

best from the talent pool in terms of look and acting ability. What seems different now is, 

again, the power of the talent agents because they do not receive the script from the 

producers but the casting directors. Further, the casting directors only have to give them 

the “sides”33 necessary for their clients’ audition.  

Not only did Steele give me access to the breakdown service, but she also let me 

look at a set of auditions for a small female part on FNL. All of the candidates for this 

role were young, blonde, and white. With advances in technology, we could watch the 

videotaped auditions online, as another service allows casting directors to upload casting 

                                                
31 Ibid 171.  
32 Russell Robinson, Personal Interview by Kristen Warner, 20 July 2009. 
33In this case, sides are excerpts of the script selected by casting assistants for audition purposes. Sides are 
also daily changes to the script made once production begins.  
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videos for the producer’s perusal. In the center of this web page was the video and to the 

right were all the headshots of the potential actors. Watching seven women saying the 

same lines seven times but in completely different ways does demonstrate why casting is 

so important. With so many different illustrations of expressing the same thought, it does 

become clear who best deserves the part. As an aside, I later asked Steele if the candidate 

I liked received the part, and she said no—which proved that I apparently do not have the 

eye yet.  

Credibility and Visible Balance 

 Not long after I viewed the video auditions, Sepko, casting director for Third 

Coast Casting, entered the office. Dressed also in dark jeans and a midriff-revealing top, 

in her mid 30s, Sepko represented the total antithesis of my idea of a casting director. I 

envisioned an older woman, equal parts curmudgeonly and sweet; in reality, Sepko was 

extremely gracious and unguarded. The juxtaposition of the reality and my imagination is 

a useful illustration of the implicit labels Turow asserts are ways that casting directors 

(and producers and talent agents by extension) articulate “the right look.”  

Through credibility and visible balance, 34 the possibilities of improper casting 

can be reduced dramatically. The former is defined as “a caster’s perception of what most 

people think someone in a particular occupation or role looks like” while the latter is 

described as “a caster’s perception of how well actors fit next to one another from an 

aesthetic standpoint.”35 With regard to credibility, Turow continues that his casting 

                                                
34 It is not completely clear if credibility or visible balance are terms used by industry professionals but 
through the practices Sepko employed, these terms are still a part of the ideology. 
35 Turow 171-172.  
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director interviewees believed that while they did not know what most people thought, 

they all emphasized that choices based in credibility must “reflect the nature of the scene, 

its location, and the character (‘quality’) of the actor needed for the small part.” 36 In 

other words, just as in stereotyping, credibility relies on quick semiotic reading that 

efficiently orients the viewer to the world of the narrative which is why casting directors 

make some casting decisions. Thus, if a film takes place in New York City, a police 

officer will more than likely be Caucasian or if a role is listed as “telephone operator,” 

credibility insists that the character is female.   

Returning to Sepko, I did not initially think that she was a credible character 

based on the contrast between her look and my ideal casting director type. And that is an 

unfortunate occurrence because what it reveals is how problematic stereotypes are. As 

Hall writes, stereotypes “get hold of the few simple, vivid, memorable, easily grasped 

and widely recognized characteristics about a person, reduce everything about the person 

to those traits, exaggerate and simplify them and fix them without change or development 

to eternity.”37 While Hall’s explanation of the problem with stereotypes is noted, the 

reason that they are still so pervasive is because they serve as shorthand—which is a 

necessary evil in an industry where turnaround auditioning to casting is so short and 

where audience expectations matter. According to the production of culture model, the 

creation of cultural artifacts is not based in any quantifiable system of “creativity” but is 

more about the process of re-tooling recognizable codes and conventions in a way that is 

both familiar and different.  
                                                
36 Ibid 172.  
37 Stuart Hall, “Contesting a Regime of Representation,” Representation: Cultural Representations and 
Signifying Practices, (London: Sage, 1997), 269.  
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 Visible balance similarly functions as an implicit guideline in contemporary 

casting. Determining how individuals look with respect to one another becomes a large 

factor in casting. Steele told me about how they could not cast a man they really liked 

because he was too tall in contrast with the other men and women of FNL: “It kinda 

offset the look we were trying to make.” Recall Turow discussion about how in 

interviews, casting directors stressed how certain choices shaped the aesthetic sensibility 

of the scene. “In the casting session that I attended, the producer and directors chose a 

stout woman to play a nurse because they felt her shape would supply a pleasing contrast 

to the short and heavy ‘maid’ who had already been selected to play a scene with her.”38 

Turow’s discussion demonstrates that casting is very much tied to looks, and the criterion 

of “visible balance” reinforces this. Further, the fact that television is a medium with an 

average two-to-three-day turnaround between requests for supporting actors and shooting 

illustrates how efficiency reinforces visible balance. If the casting director has a short list 

of dependable actors (which Sepko and Steele rely on), then the director can send the 

possibilities to producers quicker and with credibility.  

 Visible balance also speaks to how casting decisions are made based on the 

overall look not only of the people but also of the television program. Again, recall 

Turow’s discussion of casters speaking of “beautiful people, real people and street people 

shows.” 39 

They argued that ‘street people programs’ required ‘grubby,’ ‘ethnic-looking’ 
types for most parts while…shows …have ‘real’ people who are a ‘step above the 

                                                
38 Turow 172.  
39 Ibid 173.  
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grubbiness. Interestingly, several interviewees pointed out that a ‘beautiful 
people’ show will often not cast beautiful people in the small parts. 40 

When I asked Steele how they tried to cast certain characters accurately, she mentioned 

that it was difficult to find real people. “When we were casting for [director Robert] 

Rodriguez, he wanted us to find some really tough Mexican guys. So I had to go to East 

Austin and drink beer with these guys and ask them if they wanted to act. That was a 

little scary.” She continued with another story: “[Director] Mike Judge wanted us to find 

‘real’ people so I was freakin’ running through the mall looking for that raw…y’know 

that everyday look. But that’s what he always wanted. I mean look at the cartoons 

[Judge] he draws!” In a final example, Third Coast needed to cast a little Hispanic boy 

part and because the talent agents did not represent that many young Hispanics,41 she had 

to “run around town posting fliers everywhere including hotels where y’know there are 

the Hispanic maids and Mexican restaurants.”  

The Case of the Three Kim Lee’s 

 After my interview with Steele, I was told I could go into Sepko’s office, sit on 

the “casting couch,” and watch the auditions for the feature film they were working on. 

Everything about the space seemed normal except for the bright blue accent wall with 

two lights hanging on the wall that provided key light for the actors. Sepko stood behind 

the camera and said that it may be better to watch the actors perform on the television to 

my right that was connected to the camera feed. With every audition, Sepko introduced 

me as an observer who was “making sure she did her job right.” Most actors shook my 

                                                
40 Ibid 173.  
41 This practice was reinforced heavily throughout the day. Anytime an ethnic was needed, it was always 
said that the talent agencies never had a plethora of minority talent.  
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hand because Sepko’s introduction of me implied some sense of power; others were just 

polite or completely nervous. I sat on the couch with my notebook and tape recorder and 

spent nearly three hours watching fourteen auditions. The great majority of the auditions 

were for various male characters ranging from a student body president to the quirky 

biology teacher to the title character Will.  Three of the auditions were for a character 

named Kim Lee.  

Before I proceed, I should explain the Kim Lee role. According to the breakdown 

sheet, Kim Lee is a somewhat popular/somewhat nerdy gifted high school pianist. Kim 

Lee is also Korean; thus, the one line that the character says is “Uh…’cause I’m Korean.” 

This line is in response to a monologue the main character gives that could be considered 

“racist.” The fact that the line of dialogue these auditioning Asians have to articulate 

foregrounds race is ironic in light of the real life displacement of the actors’ actual 

ethnicities.  

This part of the day is important to explore because it demonstrates the many 

ways that non-white actors are all lumped into the same racial group. What is most telling 

about this process is that it is not wholly built on industrial assumptions but rather that 

these practices are legally regulated. As a means of trying to legislate racial equity, Title 

VII discrimination law forbids industry professionals from excluding racial groups from 

the casting process. Instead, with regard to breakdowns, the casting call has to be broad in 

terms of racial specificity (as well as other legally protected group statuses, i.e., age, 

religion, etc.). So using the Kim Lee example, I imagine an illegal casting call would 

suggest the following:  “Korean-American females from ages 14-21 who can play piano.”   
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On the contrary, the legal casting call probably was more like this: “Asian-American 

females from ages 13-26 who can play piano.” On the one hand, the legal casting call 

allows more people the opportunity to audition for the part; it also reinforces assumptions 

the casting director must make about what a Korean looks like. A second point about 

Title VII discrimination law is that the casting director cannot ask actors about their race, 

ethnicity, religion, sexual preference, or age (although it still occurs because it is an 

acceptable business practice). Again, what I hope to show is how Title VII legislation, 

although filled with good intentions, backfires.  

The first audition was from an Asian woman from Dallas. Casually dressed in a 

polo top and blue jeans, Michelle was armed with her sides as well a music book titled 

Mozart. Here is what happened: 

Michelle: Um, I’m kinda worried now…there’s no piano. 
Sepko: Oh, yeah, you’re not playing today…we’re just gonna do the lines. 

Michelle: Oh… 
Sepko: Did you get the script? 

Michelle: (surprised) Yeah…I only have one line. 
 Sepko: What do you have?  

Michelle: Uh…Kim Lee. 
Sepko: Yeah, yeah, lemme see. 

Michelle: They only gave me one line out of the whole two pages. I was really 
prepared to play today. The agency said they had more lines but this was all they 
sent me. 
Sepko: Well that’s the only line she has but she is seen throughout the movie. 

What Sepko decided to do was to have Michelle say her line as well as cold read a side of 

another character ultimately to demonstrate that the actor could act. After Michelle did 

her part, Sepko asked her, “are you Korean?” (which is actually illegal and in violation of 
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Title VII discrimination law) . Michelle replied that she was in fact Chinese but then told 

a story about how the week before she volunteered as an interpreter at a library and was 

able to answer a Korean woman’s question (her Korean friends had been teaching her the 

language). The woman, astonished, asked Michelle if she was Korean (she explained it 

was because her face is round but her skin tone is darker than the stereotype), and when 

she said she was not the Korean lady insisted that she could be. “I was so excited because 

I thought I could totally be Kim Lee.”  

 The second Kim Lee audition featured a biracial Asian teenager named Kiana.  

She never revealed her ethnicity (we assumed white and Vietnamese), and Sepko did not 

ask. Radiating a youthful energy and vigor, Kiana was spunky—and also an amateur. 

“This is my first casting call,” she confessed. When Sepko asked if she could play the 

piano, she said she had been playing for four years but had to practice really hard to play 

the more classical works. When it came time to say her line, it took four tries for her to 

say it without a smile. In addition, Sepko was not too pleased with her acting during the 

cold reading. Regardless of her acting abilities, in terms of the criterion of “accuracy,” 

my guess was that Kiana did not seem Asian enough to portray Kim Lee.  

 Lisa auditioned last for the Kim Lee role. Unlike the other two actresses, she was 

a senior piano performance major from San Antonio. Also unlike the other two, Lisa was 

gorgeous: hair long and cascading around the frame of her face, dressed very sexy in a 

short black dress that highlighted her legs and showcased her shiny silver heels. When 

Sepko asked if she could play piano, she said that recently she had given a one-hour 

recital of all classical works. Satisfied with her response, Sepko asked her to start the cold 
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reading. And that is where the problems began. Unlike the other actresses, Lisa’s accent 

showed through more than the other women, preventing her from saying her lines clearly. 

We learned that Lisa immigrated to the US from Korea eight years before. Her words, 

sliding just a bit and sometimes overly pronounced, indicated her authenticity. However, 

“too much” credibility mixed with her acting ability, made her a lesser candidate for the 

job.   

 What the Kim Lee auditions demonstrate is the simultaneous visibility and 

invisibility of race. While the line “Um…cause I’m Korean” speaks specifically to an 

ethnic self-identification (although extremely problematic in context of the script), the 

fact that casting is largely based on ability and less on accurate representation 

demonstrates how this very literal case of blindcasting forces all actors to become 

beholden to assumptions of whiteness. When cultural difference is flattened to the degree 

that the designation “Asian” becomes an acceptable stand-in for specific nationalities, the 

systemic effect of whiteness is made visible. Further, the blatant disregard for being 

familiar with different nationalities within the Asian diaspora suggests privilege. In the 

end, Sepko did not choose to send any of the Kim Lee auditions to her producers.  

In addition to the other auditions, Sepko also had to cast children for an 

educational textbook’s promotional video. Using Breakdown Services, she was able to 

see a page of viable child actors and select the ones she wanted to see in person. She told 

me that the video needed to be racially diverse with a fair ratio of white to non-white 

children. Selecting the white children took no time. Sepko searched the website for a 

specific type of upbeat, spritely, happy child that Sepko seemed to aim for. However, 
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when she had to select the non-white children, she became more diligent. First, with 

fewer from which to choose she picked the “best looking” available. The criterion of 

visible balance seemed to be at work in this instance. After selecting the children she 

could easily read as non-white, the challenge then became identifying those who were 

more ethnically ambiguous. Put simply, Sepko wanted to know “what they were.”  In 

particular, one male child actor gave no clues about his heritage. Sepko and I played 

detective and tried to discover whatever signs were available to help us figure out what 

he was. His last name was of little help; we tried to make assumptions about his facial 

features but that was also futile. What we did discover on his attached information card 

was all the racial and ethnic identities he could portray. He listed types from biracial to 

Italian to Brazilian to Spanish. This type of displacing racial identity in the service of 

employment will become important later in the dissertation, but this example does 

illustrate how assumptions of race are never far behind, especially not in a colorblind 

society.  

My experiences both observing Sepko and interviewing media professionals at the 

Austin Film Festival taught me vital lessons about how media professionals self-fashion 

their occupations as fulfilling some service to society as gatekeepers of accuracy and 

diversity while remaining loyal to their industry’s commercial imperatives. Indeed, these 

two functions are not mutually exclusive; social paradigms shifted to absorb notions of 

diversity and multiculturalism  into the mainstream. Thus, it is in the television and film 

industry’s interest to maintain the appearance of diverse representation. Moreover, in my 

interviews and observations with these professionals I believe that they are sincere in 
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their desire for diversity. Dungey, Reiner, and Sepko all genuinely wanted to increase 

quality with regard to characters of color--the problem was not with their intention but in 

the ways that they believe these quality moments should appear—as more or less a 

flavoring additive. Recalling my earlier observation, these media professionals probably 

subscribe to the notion of America as a “tossed salad.” The problem with that metaphor is 

that although diverse ingredients enrich the meal, it would not be a recognizable salad 

without lettuce. Thus, the lettuce remains the central ingredient.  Similarly, according to 

industry logic, diversity adds flavor but is ultimately extraneous because the central (and 

unspoken) ingredient is whiteness.  

The second lesson I learned from these interviews and observations is how the 

institutional constraints further define the lack of minority representation on television. 

Recalling Steele’s story about locating Mexican actors for supporting roles, the reason 

she had to seek out this talent was because she did not have any that fit the type on file. In 

other words, she and Sepko’s stable of talent was lacking in Latino men and women. If 

asked about this deficit, I am certain both women would claim it was more than a simple 

oversight; in fact, I am sure they are aware that they do not have this “type” of talent. The 

cause is not neglect but more probably that Latino actors are not as sought after and thus 

are not auditioned as often for roles. Similarly, Reiner would argue that he is not 

necessarily against casting Asians in FNL’s; rather, he is attempting to recreate west 

Texas as accurately as possible. Fictional Dillon, Texas is based on Odessa, Texas. 

According to demographics data, out of 19,267 people, 0.12% of Odessa’s population is 

Asian. This percentage is only marginally smaller than the 0.73% of Odessa’s African-
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American population. 42 What this data suggests is that if FNL could cast an “accurate” 

number of African-Americans, they could also cast an accurate number of Asians. Thus, 

the notion of accuracy in this context becomes problematic because precisely replicating 

the real world would not produce the diversity FNL wants to depict.   

The final lesson learned in this chapter is how vital examining casting as a 

production culture and a culture of production is to understanding racial representation on 

television.  Recalling Turow’s list of characteristics casting directors use to articulate “the 

right look,” namely accuracy, visible balance, and credibility, all these terms are industry 

self-talk used in service of legitimizing their occupations. While these criteria may not be 

tied to a scientific method they do demonstrate that the casting director has enough 

experience and creativity to determine the best actor for the role. Experience and 

creativity are sharpened by the codes and conventions the industry expects of its 

products. Therefore, the actor who has the “it factor” more or less has all the 

characteristics the casting director (and industry-at-large) deem special and important.  

In conclusion, Du Gay’s remark about the production of the Walkman bears 

repeating: “What we need to try to understand are the definitive practices used in the 

production of the Walkman and the way that such widespread practices are represented in 

terms of specific values, beliefs and patterns of working.”43 The goal of this chapter was 

to explore the practices of casting as a means of understanding how minority 

representation emerges on television. Du Gay’s point is insightful because he makes a 

connection between industrial occupations and the belief systems that are embedded in 

                                                
42 http://www.bestplaces.net/city/West_Odessa-Texas.aspx# 
43 du Gay. 43. 
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those positions. In other words, the job of a casting director is not neutral but all the 

assumptions, stereotypes, and lore that comes from working in the Hollywood industry 

informs it. In addition, the individual casting director brings her own experiences and 

subjective prejudices and biases to the job, which also determines the output of minority 

representation. In the next chapter, I will continue to unpack the industrial self-theorizing 

in connection with casting minorities on television by interviewing a number of industry 

professionals in Los Angeles. 



 
 

78 

Chapter Three: Casting as Cultural Production in Los Angeles 

A November 2009 article in the online website The Root titled “NBC Heroes 

Employee Says There’s Too Much Diversity in Hollywood” serves as a great 

introduction to this chapter. Reposting from the original blog Racialicious, the author 

describes an online debate between a former Heroes fan and Foz McDermott, an 

employee on the show, concerning the fan’s complaint about the decrease in diversity and 

white male privilege in Hollywood. McDermott responded: 

Holy crap lady…if you are indeed a lady…that is hilarious. In a business that is 
scared of and run by pussy organizations that are so scared of being sued about 
everything, being OVERLY PC is the actual problem. Being a white male in the 
business of Hollywood is NOT easy. There are programs and incentives to help 
everyone except white males. Certain projects, films, movies, corporations will 
actually get money paid back to them if they a hire a woman, a minority, hell 
double jackpot is you hire a female minority…that’s twice the money!! That is an 
extreme case. But they do happen, I have seen it. Now…there are rules in place 
where some places require you to have a certain amount of minorities on staff at 
all times. There are set up and funded ‘diversity programs’ that are put in place as 
well. Let me be clear: I have no real problem with helping anyone. I think that 
certain people and groups have been crapped on for a long time, and making ways 
to help people were necessary…at one time. I don’t personally believe in it at all 
now. I actually think it has gone too far. Like when you have to fill a position and 
you have 3 candidates and the best person is the best for the job, and the one that 
is not the best fit is forced upon you because of diversity quotas and not their 
skill. That actually makes me sick. It is nothing BUT racism. Not reverse racism 
that term doesn’t even exist. Making a choice and hiring anyone for any reason 
BECAUSE of their race IS racism. I am from South Philadelphia, where I come 
from, I AM the minority. I am not saying that equals being a slave or coming 
from a family that had a generation that survived or worse…didn’t survive the 
holocaust, I am just saying that I WASN’T picked for things BECAUSE I am 
white. It made ME work harder. It is a small scale, but I can relate a bit…A 
BIT…I never thought I was deserving of something because I am white. That is 
bullshit. But what I have done is talk to my friends about it, a lot of whom are of 
color, and most are sane and have something to the effect of “yah, it’s fucked up, 
but I’ll take it.” Yes! I agree! Take it!! I am not mad at anyone that can take 
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advantage of a flawed system…All I am saying is: “Where is MY diversity 
program?”1 

This is a wonderful quote not just because it is shocking in its content but because it 

speaks to the series of issues and tensions at work with regard to minorities and 

Hollywood-at-large. McDermott’s work position on Heroes is unknown, but regardless of 

whether he is a writer’s assistant or a lowly production assistant, his ideological 

underpinning rests in a reproduced systematic denial of his white male privilege and an 

uncorroborated (and largely ignorant) understanding of how little diversified Hollywood 

actually is. For McDermott, his worldview trumps data, and, as a result, he feels wronged 

and marginalized. He has worked hard which translates to the unspoken notion that the 

minorities, in fact, have not had to work hard to attain even access to those programs. 

While he is correct that Hollywood has programs that aim to increase diversity in film 

and television production that do use financial incentives as a means of ensuring gainful 

employment for minorities, what McDermott largely ignores that these incentives are also 

in place for other legally protected classes, namely, people with disabilities, women, 

actors over a certain age, and individuals of different sexual orientations. By making the 

argument about racial and ethnic minorities alone while obscuring all the other protected 

groups that these diversity programs are aimed at helping, McDermott creates a simplistic 

binary of difference that he easily attributes to color alone. He does not open the fight to 

the other people who may look like him and benefit from these programs—let alone, if 

these programs even succeed or are effective at their goal. This last question will be 

discussed at length later in the chapter, but for now, I want to use McDermott’s 

                                                        
1 Keith Josef Adkins, “NBC Heroes Employee Says There’s Too Much Diversity in Hollywood,” The Root, 
3 February 2010, http://www.theroot.com/print/33897 



 
 

80 

comments as a contrast to what my argument is: that is, the dissemination of colorblind 

casting in television production. Again, if colorblindness is the socialized behavior of 

intentionally not seeing an individual’s race or ethnicity, then what McDermott presents 

is the opposite—he sees race and more than that perceives how it has negatively affected 

him.  

Further, he brings in the clichéd example of three applicants applying for a job 

and the minority who is less qualified securing the job over the more qualified white 

applicant. The notion of who is “best for the job” actually illustrates the line between 

color consciousness and colorblindness depending on discursive context. At once it 

speaks to a race-neutral, gender-neutral, age-neutral, disability-neutral, “best” person, 

and, yet, it is also deployed when expressing frustration for white males who supposedly 

do not win work. This tension is a large part of what I want to explore in this chapter 

because, as I will be illustrating through the interviews I conducted, colorblindness in its 

various manifestations is largely about reproducing and denying the systemic racism that 

is alive and well in Hollywood. 

 Not only is McDermott’s quote a useful entry way into how Hollywood as an 

industrial producer of content simultaneously reinforces and downplays its systemic 

racism, it should go without saying that this process is more complex than simply 

attaching the label “racist” to Hollywood. As a microcosm of society-at-large, Hollywood 

has made progress in terms of racial equity, but just like society-at-large, the ways that 

this equity manifests actually creates a number of new problems and glaring holes in 

what legislation and paradigms we consider solutions, i.e., colorblindness. I admit that I 
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am constantly trying to grapple with these complexities and ways to articulate something 

that is invisible and barely spoken.  

 I am hardly alone in the pursuit to understand and articulate what is happening in 

terms of Hollywood’s racial politics. Discourse around various aspects of industrial labor 

as it relates to the scarcity of minority employees abounds on the internet.   Racialicious 

features a two-part post in which an author explores the history of casting in cinema.2 The 

article primarily focuses on the ways people of color were excluded from even portraying 

their own racial groups in favor of whites portraying them (a process called a “paint-

down”).   

In one controversial article, Fade In magazine, an online Hollywood trade paper, 

published “Minority Report” a piece where, under the protection of anonymity, 

screenwriters, entertainment lawyers, directors, and producers were interviewed to find 

out how much progress Hollywood has made in terms of racial and gender progress.3 The 

responses are telling and not a little bit surprising at how the ideologies of whiteness as 

the ideal type are constantly reasserted. To begin, the article gathered responses from a 

mix of racial and male and female interviews. A number of black interviewees 

acknowledged their racial backgrounds, and while I am not able to verify which 

respondents were white, the ways certain individuals responded lent an assumption of 

their whiteness. This is important to note because when those respondents who I am 

reading as white were asked why there was still a lack of women and/or minorities in the 
                                                        
2 J. Chang, “Casting and Race Part 2: Defacing Color,” Racialicious, 10 October 2010, 21 June 2010, 
http://www.racialicious.com/2009/10/14/casting-race-part-2-defacing-color/.  
3 “Minority Report,” Fade In, May 2009, 21 June 2010, http://www.fadeinonline.com/articles/minority-
report/. 



 
 

82 

industrial labor force in Hollywood, by and large the answer was that they did not know. 

Conversely, the self-identified black and/or female respondents always had a number of 

explanations. On the one hand, a racially unidentified male agent responded: 

On the director front, it’s the most liberal, open town for a career ever. I don’t 
think there’s a business where there’s more of an international feel to one field. 
There are directors from all over the world; some have gone to film school, some 
have taught themselves, some come from commercials, some put the film on their 
credit card. They’re people from all walks of life, who had enough talent to put 
something together that movie executives responded to and that got them another 
movie. Why are the bulk of them men? I can’t imagine an executive goes, “I’d 
rather hire a Russian guy who can barely speak English than a woman who’s been 
at this for a while.” Obviously there aren’t many female directors. I don’t know 
why.4 

On the other hand, a female producer had another opinion:  

If they came out for films, good films instead of just shit films, or the films that 
have the most marketing, then maybe these other films would have a chance. But 
they don’t. They don’t come out for movies that feature women, they don’t come 
out and support or champion films that are directed or produced by women. So 
until such a time that there’s a revolution, like there just was, then I don’t really 
see it changing.5 

While she acknowledges that many of the changes needed require audience’s paying to 

see different kinds of films, this female producer’s reticence to suggest that her own 

experience in Hollywood could be attributed to sexism is telling. She continues: 

I remember when I produced my very first movie. I was sitting in a room with a 
very famous director and his development staff. I was the only female in the 
room, and I kept making suggestions to cut different scenes, [like] one too many 
funerals. And I was completely ignored. Cut to this very famous director. He 
would say the same exact thing that I had said, not even a minute after I said it. 
And everyone at the meeting would be like, “Oh, yes. Good idea. That’s what we 
should do!” It was like I never said it. I was invisible. I don’t know if that was 
sexism, but it sure felt like it. My opinion didn’t matter. Why was I talking?6 

                                                        
4 Fade In, “Minority Report.” 
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid.  
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Her remarks indicate that even the mere suggestion of acknowledging the sexist behavior 

of the staff she was working for and with would probably have harmed her career 

trajectory.  Similarly, those individuals who experience racism also have to take care to 

deal with it appropriately. As one black screenwriter said:  

Hollywood's not liberal. That is such an oxymoron; such a joke. There are so 
many things…I don't even know where to begin, because it's so pinned up, 
because you have to control it. One of the things that Hollywood, along with 
society, has successfully done is blame the victim. You're the victim of racism, 
but they blame you if you say anything. You will never be able to get behind a 
computer again in your life.7 

The line, “you’re the victim of racism, but they blame you if you say anything,” confirms 

how difficult and perhaps dangerous it is for minorities and women to address these 

sometimes blatant but mostly subtle forms of systemic oppression.  

 Concerning the subtle ways that racism operates within Hollywood, 

colorblindness as a standard of normalization becomes a strategy to diminish difference. 

As a black director expressed, 

Hollywood’s attitude is, “you’re lucky that we allow you to be here.” Talent 
trumps everything. I really wish I could do something else, but this is it; I love 
what I do. So you’re locked in a box where you can’t really say or do anything 
else but go along, keep your mouth shut and work. But in the meantime, these 
bigots are sitting across from you smiling and pretending that they’re liberals. The 
sad thing about them is that you’ve experienced bigotry all of your life, and you 
know bigotry when you see it. But some of them actually feel that they know 
more about being black than you do. That’s happened on more than one occasion. 
I was in a meeting, and a question came up about being black and about dealing 
with racism, and I said, “Well, that was always important to me.” Then one of the 
execs in the meeting zoomed in, and this is a child of privilege, to try to presume 
to tell me what it was like to be black: “Well, some of my African-American 
friends…” which I always find totally amusing, because we’re black. You’re 
white, we’re black, but they always try to preface it with “Some of my African-

                                                        
7 Ibid.  
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American friends…”or “Maybe the African-American feels…” Or the real cheap 
shot is to try to trivialize it with, “Well, I know what it’s like, because I was 
discriminated against because I had long hair,” or because of this or that, which is 
totally different.8  

Put simply, not only must minorities be silent in reaction to these racial 

microaggressions, but they must also endure a flattening of difference down to hair 

lengths because, again, the function of colorblindness is to promote universality and 

sameness. Understanding the African-American experience, and being able to speak for 

this group, is easy as long as one has access to a group of African-American friends or is 

able to understand discrimination in the smallest of ways. For this black director, 

whatever cultural experience he possesses is irrelevant to the fantasies and assumptions 

of the individuals to whom he has to answer.  

 As the final example from the Fade In article, a quote from a black screenwriter 

reveals much about the complex relationship actors of color have in terms of selecting 

roles and not being typecast.  

Most black actors run away from ethnic pieces. I’ve heard black actors say that 
they won’t do any biopics about black people. Well, if you don’t do them, who 
the hell is going to do them? And then you hear about our story not being told? 
Have they not watched The Queen? Have they not watched The Duchess? Have 
they not watched Gladiator? Have they not watched King Arthur? You name the 
story. Whites are telling their history over and over. Appaloosa: They’re telling 
their history about the West, they’re telling the history about their conquests. 
They’re heroes. What was that thing that was on HBO, [Band of] Brothers? I 
wanted to marry a white man. We’re never heroes. We’re never men or women of 
substance. If these people don’t step up and take a chance, and quit being afraid of 
being ostracized because they dared to play a real black person, how do we expect 
these stories to be told? How do they expect our status to change? You don’t see a 
Hispanic person running away from that. You don’t see a Jewish person. You 
definitely don’t see an Italian running away from that. They’re definitely going to 
step up and tell their stories. An Italian guy will play a gangster in a minute and 

                                                        
8 Fade In, “Minority Report.”  
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have no problem with it. A black guy? Will Smith as a gangster? Oh, no, no, no, 
no! It’s disgusting. And then you point the finger at whites? They pull the 
bandwagon. They don’t jump on it-they pull it…It’s professional suicide, because 
in this town they think that they’re perfect, and how dare you think that they’re 
racist. When you practice it, when you turn down a meeting about any black 
project, you’re practicing racism. But you’ll take some stupid black project, and 
you’re practicing racism, because it fits your stereotype of what we are as a 
people. But anything that shows us as human, oh, my God: “No, this doesn’t ring 
true to me.”9 

The conundrum people of color face both to be true to themselves and also to be 

successful is a constant refrain in my research. While I agree with the screenwriter in 

terms of what types of histories are acceptable on screen and in his implicit suggestion 

that black actors (especially of high esteem and who possess some clout) would leverage 

their success to bring more culturally specific projects to television and film, I think that 

largely he is missing the greater problem: the systemic nature of racism has as many 

constraints on these powerful individuals as it does on the individuals with no leverage. 

Success, to some degree, requires that actors of color become more colorblind and less 

concerned with projects that frame blackness as a central conceit. To put it bluntly, if 

these individuals waited on these types of projects to be greenlighted to gain 

employment, they would rarely if ever be employed. Further, as long as these types of 

projects are considered unprofitable, then the probability of them even being developed is 

slim. So, what are black actors, or actors of color to do? The exploration of that question 

is the crux of this chapter.  

In this chapter I want to explore the practice of casting minority actors within the 

Hollywood industry. A number of interviews I conducted with media professionals in 

Los Angeles reveals racial hierarchies that are hidden under economic imperatives and 
                                                        
9 Fade In, “Minority Report.”  
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common sense ideologies. This chapter was an unexpected addition to the dissertation 

because my initial objective was merely to understand and observe the casting process as 

a means of explaining how colorblindness literally manifested itself in this progressive 

moment. Yet, as oftentimes occurs during research, the retrieved data lead to something 

both unaccounted for and important in understanding the industrial force behind casting 

minorities in film and television.  Thus, three major points that I want to raise in this 

chapter based on these interviews are: 1) Colorblind casting is occurring but in ways 

unexpected and many times by choice of the actors themselves. 2) While it may seem that 

I am stating the obvious, the most important thing to all actors involved in the industry is 

working—even at the cost of cultural specificity. 3) Commonsense assumptions 

concerning which minority groups are interested in acting and which are not greatly 

informs what is reproduced on the screen.   

The Industrial (In)Visibility of Colorblindness 

 In July 2009 I traveled to Los Angeles, California, to conduct research interviews 

with various media professionals who dealt specifically with actors and the casting 

process at large. Fortunate to have located a key advocate at the Writers Guild of 

America (WGA) who could connect me with people to whom to talk, I set out to learn 

answers to the questions I had about how colorblindness works. My first meeting was 

with Ray Bradford, the executive director of diversity at one of the main American 

actors’ guilds called the American Federation of Television and Radio Artists 
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(AFTRA).10 A Latino who changed his name from a more culturally specific Latino 

surname to a more “white” surname as a means of increasing his chances to gain 

employment as an actor, Bradford had much to say about how much race relations in 

Hollywood had improved over the last two decades—to the point that minorities have a 

great amount of presence on television. Further, when I asked him about how 

colorblindness may or may not be affecting the televisual landscape, he interpreted the 

vast amount of minorities on the silver screen as proof that colorblindness as a 

progressive industrial tool was working. Bradford made a point of delineating the depth 

and breadth of actors of color in fiction and reality television programming. As a matter 

of fact, he was preparing for the biannual AFTRA meeting where they would give awards 

to the most successful shows that made significant progress in hiring actors of color. The 

two shows who were awarded that year were the Jada Pinkett-Smith vehicle for TNT’s 

HawthoRNe (2009-) and MTV’s reality show America’s Best Dance Crew (2005-). Both 

shows had black executive producers (Smith and Randy Jackson, respectively) that, 

combined with the quantity of representation on screen, made them top choices for an 

award in diversity. And, yet, these programs are on cable and not broadcast television 

which harkens back to much of the theorization concerning reasons why cable offers 

more diverse programming and casts than the big four networks.11  

                                                        
10 Ray Bradford, Personal interview by Kristen Warner, 16 July 2009.   
11 In the age of post-network television where the big four networks have the lion’s share of potential 
audience viewing, cable networks and programmers are scrambling to entice viewers to select their channel 
out of the seemingly infinite number available to them. “Cable programmers-now vying for viewer 
attention against cutting-edge, Internet-delivered content, as well as their traditional rivals-are under more 
pressure than ever to break through and grab consumers’ attention.” Linda Moss, “What Happens When 
Bare Butts, Defecations and Talking Genitalia No Longer Push the Bounds of Cable Programming?”, 
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 The conversation shifted to more about the politics of colorblindness, and for 

Bradford it was a useful tool because to be culturally specific for him was also to be 

susceptible to positive and negative stereotypes. As an example, he used his acting skills 

to educate me on how the televisual landscape should be created. The conference room 

we sat in had extremely large windows that overlooked all of Los Angeles. Bradford, in a 

flash of inspiration, gestured wildly toward the outdoors and told me that when someone 

looks at LA, “you don’t just see one kind of person. There’s a variety of races and 

ethnicities. And that’s what we want to encourage producers and executives to produce. 

That’s the American scene.”  

Taking a step back for a moment, what Bradford is expressing with the phrase 

“American scene” is far more than hyperbole. It is a part of the legal contract12 between 

showrunners and the guilds with which they work to ensure that, to the best of their 

abilities, the worlds of these shows look like a more diverse America, or in other words, 

to look authentic. Now what is relevant about this contract is that it is not legally binding; 

in other words, if the producers do not abide by the language of the document, they will 

not be held responsible. It functions more as a sign of good faith on the part of the 

producers and their relationship with the guilds (Screen Actors Guild has a similar 

document).  Thus, as was later pointed out to me, “if the producers want an all-white 

beautiful cast, that is what they will have.”13 Despite the rationale that intentional 

                                                                                                                                                                     
Multichannel News, 12 November 2006, 21 June 2010, http://www.multichannel.com/article/89254-
No_Turning_Back.php.  
12 While I am not privy to the actual contract, the Screen Actors Guild points to incorporating the 
“American Scene” clause into their contracts as early as 1963 and revised it in 1977. 
(http://www.sag.org/sag-timeline) AFTRA has a similar contract.  
13 Russell Robinson, Personal interview by Kristen Warner, 20 July 2009.   
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diversity makes television and film more realistic and reflective of American society, 

many showrunners are reluctant to replicate the real. The reluctance could be a result of 

anxiety that they might be seen as writing race incorrectly or perpetuating stereotypes. 

The hesitance to replicate diversity could also be a result of many showrunners choosing 

to have limited access to people of color. Perhaps for them their realities are a vast 

difference from that of Bradford’s real America. Finally, they may be less interested in 

reality and more in entertainment. 

 Perhaps the largest point that Bradford sresseed during our meeting was his 

understanding of the guild’s purpose. The one thing that he repeated to me was that the 

guild was not in the business of regulating content but rather its sole business was in 

creating opportunities for gainful employment for its members. “Actors want to work—

period” was how he began to delve into this subject. Bradford continued: “All acting is 

fiction which allows our members to try for roles that they might otherwise not fit for.” 

These two statements are key in identifying not only how the guild positions itself as the 

organization that encourages productions to hire its actors but also as the largest believers 

in the Hollywood culture of production. Instead of widgets being assembled on a line and 

being re-imagined as “creative products,” people are a part of this structure who are 

worked into roles creatively because of the fictitious nature of the field. Regardless of the 

kinds or the substance of the work, actors are encouraged to find gainful employment and 

figure out how to make themselves fit those jobs.  

 This notion of needing to work generates a variety of self-fashioning mechanisms 

that actors utilize to gain employment. For example, after I asked about the racial makeup 
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of AFTRA, Bradford mentioned that when AFTRRA sends out confidential surveys to 

their members and ask them to self-identify racially, the return is only around 40%, 

which does not give the guild as accurate a measure as they would hope. This low return 

frustrates Bradford because, if he does not have accurate data to analyze, it becomes 

difficult to measure accurately and ultimately help his membership. When I asked 

Bradford why the return was so low, he stated that he believed that it was because many 

actors are fearful of being typecast to one specific race and as a result are leery of 

identifying themselves racially—even within the boundaries of guild confidentiality. Title 

VII discrimination law prohibits casting directors, producers, and even the guild from 

asking actors their age, sex, race, or religion, and so the only use of the surveys would be 

to have a reasonable estimate of the makeup of the membership.  

 Teasing further out his point, Bradford asserted that some actors are so calculated 

in their efforts not to identify racially so that they can audition for roles and hope they 

can “pass” for whatever the role requests. The casting breakdowns are conducive to this 

process because it is also against the law to ask for a specific ethnicity and age. For 

example, it is illegal to list in a breakdown an ethnicity as specific as “Korean” or 

“Dominican.” Instead, the practice is to broaden the type so as to increase the number of 

actors who are eligible to audition for the part. Thus, rather than “Korean age 32,” the 

call would ask for “Asian-American men between 28 and 40.” Where the racially 

unidentified actors benefit is that if they are, for example, Pacific Islander and believe 

they can pass for the Asian lead in a film about Japan, then, provided that they are 

believable in the eyes of their agent, the casting director, and the producer, they may very 
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well be eligible for the part. Indeed, the guilds are complicit in this practice of smoothing 

over racial (and cultural) differences. Upon becoming a member of the organization, 

every actor fills out a guild information sheet that asks them to identify which 

ethnicities/nationalities they could portray as well as which language skills they possess.  

Bradford did not tell me what the percentage of respondents were for those 

information sheets, but, again, the point is that their existence demonstrates how the 

guilds are accomplices to these practices of ignoring racial details. As an example of this 

practice, take Memoirs of a Geisha (2005), a story about a Japanese woman. Director 

Rob Marshall received criticism for casting Chinese women in the three key leads as well 

as a pan-Asian supporting cast. One of the critics, Chinese director Chen Kaige, posited 

that authenticity in casting was critical to a fully textured representation of the time 

period. “Every action you make, how you walk, how you use a Japanese fan, how you 

treat people and what kind of facial expressions you have when you talk is going to be 

expressed based on your Japanese cultural sophistication…For Hollywood, however, this 

does not matter. For them, there is no difference between Japanese and Chinese."14  

Kaige is pointing toward representation that more authentically understands the subtleties 

of Japanese culture. And, as previously mentioned, he is correct in asserting that 

Hollywood appears unconcerned with differentiating between Chinese and Japanese 

people. Recall Bradford’s axiom that all acting is fiction. If that is the case then all that 

matters is that the casting director and producers believe that the actor adequately 

inhabits the character.  

                                                        
14 “Marshall defends controversial Geisha casting decision,” The Pittsburgh Tribune for The Los Angeles 
Times, 7 March 2005, 21 June 2010, http://www.pittsburghlive.com/x/pittsburghtrib/s_310544.html. 
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Further, most of these executives are probably unable to distinguish between 

Chinese and Japanese people. Responding to critics like Kaige, Marshall actually proved 

their point: “my only criteria was who's the best person for the role… I'm not doing a 

documentary of the geisha world -- this is a fable," the director says. "I'm very proud of 

an international cast. It is a celebration of the Asian community. I think it brings the 

world together." 15 In stating that he was not creating a documentary but a fiction, 

Marshall is trying to circumvent goals of authenticity. Forcing a binary between the 

necessary mechanics between narratives and non-fiction narratives, Marshall claims that 

he is looking for creativity and charisma over more realistic, typage-like casting.  

Moreover, Marshall sees his role in selecting the “international cast” as a 

celebration of the Asian community. Based on the mechanics of how casting works, 

including the broadening of ethnic and national identities accepted for such a 

“celebration,” this makes sense. It is an employment win for the guilds and the actors as 

well as a diversity opportunity for Marshall and other executives. The only people who 

potentially lose are Japanese audience members who want to see themselves more 

authentically reflected onscreen in such a mainstream capacity. Scholar Merry White 

reaffirms this point when she argues that “Americans are too often oblivious to 

distinctions between Asian cultures, and Hollywood should not be encouraging that… 

History has to be recognized. The world is watching us, to see how we see them."16  

A final point with regard to this example is Marshall’s assertion that he did not set 

out to employ a pan-Asian cast. According to the Los Angeles Times, he spent a year 
                                                        
15 Ibid.  
16 Ibid.  
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searching for a “Japanese actress with the combination of dancing skills, beauty and 

English proficiency to play Sayuri.” 17 Marshall continues: "She also had to be someone 

who could hold a movie, carry it on her back…I felt like I was casting Scarlett O'Hara." 

18 Marshall’s conflation of Scarlett O’Hara with a beautiful, English-speaking Japanese 

dancer goes to the basic argument of my entire project: Hollywood casting is 

predominately focused on normatively white assumptions of type and infused with skin 

colors of other peoples’ groups. After having observed the Asian teenager casting session 

in Austin, I can imagine what the casting for this perfect Japanese female must have been 

like. And, what Marshall—and his casting directors—probably discovered was that he 

could not find a mix of all of the features he wanted. The Chinese protagonist he selected 

was Ziyi Zhang who also does not fit well the hybrid he described, but what he probably 

based his choice on was that Zhang was more well-known and recognizable both by the 

casting directors and the industry-at-large and could thus be more bankable than an 

unknown actress. In fact, a number of the casting decisions involved in Memoirs of a 

Geisha very likely had more to do with key issues of facial familiarity and credibility in 

relation to marketing the film to a mainstream American audience.  

 Of course it was not AFTRA’s members who were contracted to work on this 

project; Geisha was a Screen Actors Guild (SAG) film. SAG’s rules toward diversity 

employment are similar to AFTRA’s. After leaving Bradford’s AFTRA offices, I 

ascended to the seventh floor of the same building and entered SAG’s main offices. I had 

scheduled a meeting with Yuisa Gimeno, Assistant Manager of Affirmative Action and 

                                                        
17 Ibid.  
18 Ibid.  
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Diversity. Gimeno quickly acknowledged that the Hollywood industry had racist 

tendencies but also believed that things were slowly beginning to change.19 As she saw it, 

SAG’s responsibility to its membership was to be the intermediary between the 

producers/studios and the actors. “We are here to provide resources for studio producers 

as a way to encourage them to hire actors with protected status.” These resources 

function as incentives that lower the cost of a film or television production if the 

production agrees to employ a specific number of actors who count toward the diversity 

quota. This quota is open to actors of a certain age, women, people of color, and persons 

with disabilities. According to SAG’s website, “If the producer has demonstrated 

diversity in casting by meeting the following criteria,” the movie will receive incentives: 

• A minimum of 50% of the total speaking roles and 50% of the total days of 
employment are cast with Performers who are members of the following four (4) 
protected groups: 1) Women, 2) Senior Performers (sixty (60) years or older), 3) 
Performers with Disabilities, or 4) People of Color (Black/African American, 
Asian/Pacific Islander and South Asian, Latino/Hispanic, Arab/Middle Eastern 
and Native American Indian) and; 

• A minimum of 20% of the total days of employment is cast with performers who 
are People of Color 

The incentives are that “the total production cost maximum may be increased to the 
following amounts:  
Modified Low Budget Agreement: From $625,000.00 to $937,500.00 
AND Low Budget Agreement: From $2,500,000.00 to $3,750,000.00”20 

While these incentives are lucrative and enticing to productions, Gimeno declares that 

many producers do not take advantage because “they want who they want.” “Many times 

producers will try to find loopholes in the incentive package and, for example, will cast 

white men in their 60s and a black woman with no speaking part and think they have 
                                                        
19 Yuisa Gimeno, Personal interview by Kristen Warner, 16 July 2009.  
20 Screen Actors Guild (SAG), “Affirmative Action and Diversity: For Producers,” 17 May 2010, 
http://www.sag.org/content/for-producers. 
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reached the minimum.” Gimeno’s comments are important because they call into 

question the very notion of Hollywood working to generate diverse representation and the 

many pitfalls (including personal dislike of those policies) that accompany such attempts.  

 Not only did Gimeno talk about the incentives programs that SAG had but also 

discussed many practices that the guild allowed but was slowly bringing to an end. One 

of these practices, called a “paint-down,” occurs when whites impersonate people of 

color. While not allowed in commercial advertising, it is still permissible in film and 

television. According to SAG’s Equal Employment Opportunity Counsel (EEOC) 

documentation, “Where the stunt performer doubles for a role which is identifiable as 

female and/or Black, Latin-Hispanic, Asian-Pacific or, Native American, or Middle 

Eastern and the race and/or sex of the double are also identifiable, Producer shall make 

every effort to cast qualified persons of the same sex and/or race involved. Producer 

reaffirms that this Section 14 prohibits the practice commonly referred to as ‘painting 

down’.”21 Thus, while the practice of paint-downs is frowned upon, if a “qualified person 

of the same sex and/or race” cannot be found, it is still allowed. The language of this 

practice is also subjective and flexible. For example, what constitutes a qualified person? 

Further, how long should the producer look for a qualified person of the same sex/and or 

race? In sum, while rules are in place to try to equalize the playing field for people of 

color, it seems these rules are imprecise and non-binding which easily leads to mere lip 

service to improving diversity.  

                                                        
21 SAG, “Affirmative Action and Diversity: EEOC National Committee,” 17 May 2010, 
http://www.sag.org/content/eeoc. 
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 Probably the most telling part of my interview with Gimeno occurred when she 

expressed similar thoughts as Bradford when it came to SAG’s mission. “The guilds are 

about employment and not content. We cannot and will not regulate or censor content.” 

As an example, she told me about the controversy surrounding Tropic Thunder (2008). 

Particularly frustrated with Robert Downey, Jr., gaining the role of the black actor, Kirk 

Lazarus—ultimately changing the character from an African-American to a white male 

method actor who puts on blackface to more effectively inhabit the character—many 

African-American actors called SAG’s office to protest and ask if SAG would intercede 

and halt the production. Gimeno, who understood the frustrations of her members, recalls 

the event: “There wasn’t anything that SAG could do. Tropic Thunder was a SAG film 

and we could not stand against our members. We told the actors that they were more than 

welcome to protest it, but SAG would not get involved.” The protests were in opposition 

to the literal adoption of blackface (a paint-down to be sure) within Tropic that ultimately 

disallowed the gainful employment of male African-American actors. Although the 

production added an African-American character to the cast (Brandon T. Jackson) to 

serve as an authentic foil against the Lazarus blackface, questions of Hollywood’s 

commitment to diversity as opposed to its commitment to profitability remained.  

In fact, a wonderful moment of confrontation with this system (at the expense of 

Downey’s discomfort) occurred during the 2009 Academy Awards ceremony. Academy 

award winner Cuba Gooding, Jr., introduced Downey as a nominee. While praising 

Downey’s achievements and success as an actor, when it came time to discuss the 

nominee’s role in Tropic, Gooding pleaded with Downey to stop taking jobs from black 
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men: “A brother needs work.”22 Gooding’s line succinctly encapsulated the complaints of 

black men within SAG, and, yet, SAG’s non-commital response echoed Downey’s 

physical reaction to Gooding’s remarks that night: discomfited with the effects of such 

decision-making but resigned to the powerful cliché that “that’s the way things work.” 

While I am not suggesting that these two imperatives, that is, discomfited and resigned, 

are mutually exclusive, I do believe that the studio’s decision to hire Downey and re-

circulate notions of minstrelsy (even for comedic effect) does reject the multicultural 

politics this industry so strongly advocates publically.  

 To sum up my meetings with the guild representatives, I learned two key points 

that frame this half of the chapter: 1) the guilds are primarily concerned with employment 

of their members and only secondarily with increasing diversity; thus their business is 

concerned with trying to provide incentives to producers and network executives to 

widen the net and at least be willing to audition a greater variety of actors. 2) However, 

since the guilds are concerned about employment, other factors that affect televisual and 

film representation such as content necessarily may compromise the goal of 

diversification. To use Bradford’s terminology, as long as the goal is to have television 

look like the American scene in terms of diversity of bodies and not actually to be 

concerned with the cultural specificity of those bodies, colorblindness remains. In fact, 

these acts of denying that difference does matter strengthened the practice. My next 

interview, though, actually makes more concrete how these casting practices displace the 

racial politics.  

                                                        
22 “Best and Worst of the 2009 Academy Awards,” 21 June 2010, 
http://www.armchaircommentary.com/best-of-2009/. 
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The Network’s Aspirational Ideals of Diversity 

 After interviewing the guild representatives for both AFTRA and SAG, my last 

official industry meeting was with a high level casting executive at NBC/Universal. 

Driving to NBC studios in Burbank, I was struck with the trivializing ways the studio 

acknowledged the contributions of people of color. At least two of the streets that led to 

the studio campus were named for entertainers of color: Ella Fitzgerald and Jimi Hendrix 

Boulevards led to what was the most protected space I had ever visited. Feeling a little 

like I was in a less interesting Disneyland, I walked around the campus looking for the 

John Wayne building where my interview would take place. Upon locating and entering 

the building’s first floor where the majority of casting occurs for NBC programming, I 

walked down a long corridor where I would meet the casting executive. All along this 

corridor were posters of NBC’s most successful television shows including Frasier, 

Friends, Law & Order, Will and Grace, Seinfeld, and Ed. Just out of curiosity I counted 

the people of color within each poster and came up with a total of five out of more than 

twenty people. In conversation with the street signs, the invisibility of racialized bodies 

persists. The displacement of the signs as well as the five actors of color in the posters 

(none of the shows featured the actors of color in lead roles) visually illustrates how 

diversity in Hollywood is more an aspirational mantra than it is an intentional industrial 

practice. 

 I was introduced to Grace Wu, Senior Vice President of Casting at NBC, by her 

assistant Patrick. Wu’s office was large but comfortable and housed a ridiculously big 

flat-screen television presumably used for watching taped casting auditions. Extremely 
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affable but also discerning, Wu was not one for easy open-ended responses. Unlike the 

guild diversity representatives, Wu’s investment is not about opening doors for actors but 

deciding who will be let in to create the success of the network programming. Thus, for 

her, casting talent is about finding the best actors who will fit the network’s brand. With 

each show’s casting and pre-production timeline about ten weeks long, Wu has to rely on 

a database of deliverable and trustworthy talent. When I asked about diversity and how 

that issue figures into her decisions, she responded: “The biggest pool of talent for me 

were blacks and Latinos so diversity casting is not necessarily an intentional process for 

us.”23 For Wu and her casting associates, selecting the best actors for the part is an 

organic process. “I love that there is no talk about race or ethnicity. We believe that if 

we’re doing our job right and casting the best talent that diversity will organically occur 

in the process.” Then she pointed out that two new shows--Trauma and Community--they 

were premiering in fall 2009 had people of color in leading roles.24 “Many times the 

producers have it in mind to be open about the casting decisions, and while we can bring 

in some different options, if they have in mind a certain type that is what it will be.” This 

point led me to ask what makes a good casting director. Wu asserted that it was a matter 

of being able to discern between people who might be beautiful or who might be good 

actors with those who possessed the “it factor.” “There are a number of actors who come 

in and read for roles and they may be hot but still don’t have it. The people who have 

‘it…hose are the ones that you bring back for role after role because eventually you will 

                                                        
23 Grace Wu, Personal interview by Kristen Warner, 17 July 2010. 
24 In Trauma, Cliff Curtis who identifies as Pacific Islander is portraying an Asian paramedic while 
African-American Derek Luke is his partner. In Community, the ensemble comedy’s cast is multiethnic 
including southeast Indian actors and African-American actors.   
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find them something.” The “it factor” alludes to the talent having the aura of stardom. 

Because these individuals are so rare in a cluttered industry of beautiful people, they are 

the ones casting directors go to consistently—which in some ways explains why actors 

outside that talent pool (actors of color in particular who do not always have the same 

access to talent managers or agents as their white counterparts) find it so difficult to get 

their feet in the door for auditions. 

 The next set of observations came as I tried to uncover Wu’s politics as an Asian-

American woman in a business that largely favors white men and women. I asked her 

how she believed her network was faring in terms of diversity of representation. She 

responded with more information about Trauma, Day One, and Community and how she 

hoped that these shows would succeed because that would increase diversity. “Our 

producers are not intentionally not including actors of color; we are actively casting the 

best people for the job.” I quickly but very carefully interjected that while I could 

appreciate their motivation that it had not always appeared that the producers had 

diversity on their minds, using the example of Marta Kauffman and David Crane, the 

executive producers of Friends, who had created a very inauthentically white New York 

City. “Yeah, yeah, they took some hits for that. But again, I don’t think it was them 

saying we don’t want diversity on our show. I think they had a particular look they were 

aiming for.”  

As I have noted, since casting is ultimately at the discretion of the producers and 

the network, it is unlikely that Kauffman and Crane accidentally made New York City 

the whitest city in America; it was their choice to emphasize that “look.” It also seems 
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likely that because the revenue Friends brought into the network’s pocketbook was so 

great, NBC would be reluctant to call out the show on its lack of diversity.     

The final lesson from my interview with Wu occurred after I asked her how long 

it would take for an Asian-American to be the lead in a primetime drama. This is an 

important question that even a recent SAG report had to ask of its industry. In “From 

Dollars and Sense to the Screen: The API Market and the Entertainment Industry,” SAG 

writes: 

For a market so rife with opportunity, however, the U.S. entertainment industry 
has been slow to target and incorporate the consumer interests of the API [Asian 
Pacific Islander] demographic. Images, representations and stories of APIs in film 
and television are disproportionately below the API percentage of the general 
U.S. population. Mainstream films and television shows specifically featuring 
APIs are practically non-existent, yet API consumers continue to grow in both 
numbers and income. The neglect of this rapidly growing market could cost the 
entertainment industry significant business profits and revenue from a group of 
enthusiastic and eager consumers of film, television and new media.25 

Wu’s response: “Well as I’ve said, we cast Cliff Curtis in Trauma but I think it may take 

a while.” She continued, “I actually don’t see too many Asians come in for auditions; 

they’re probably a handful of regulars.” Astonished, I asked her why she thought that 

was: “I just don’t think that the idea of becoming actors has occurred to them yet.” Wu’s 

statement is telling—especially because it did not seem that she realized she was barring 

her own group from employment. Note how her phasing suggests that she creates an 

“us/them” binary and identifies herself as not “those Asians.”  

While I cannot dispute that she rarely auditions Asians for parts, I struggle with 

her explanation of lack of Asians’ interest. The SAG report on the API demographic 

                                                        
25 SAG, "From Dollars and Sense to the Screen: The API Market and the Entertainment Industry," SAG 
Report, 3 May 2010, 21 June 2010, <http://www.sag.org/files/documents/SAG_API_Report_2010.pdf>. 
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includes a survey that asks, “When asked whether they believed talented API actors do 

not exist, 91.9% of respondents either strongly disagreed (77.6%) or disagreed (14.6%) 

with such a statement.”26 I wonder if a large percentage of API audience members 

believe talented Asian-American actors exist, that only a handful desire to act. More 

probable is that Asian actors are not readily considered for roles as often as other racial 

and ethnic minorities, or as the SAG report posits, “having an API actor in a leading role 

will not translate into box office revenues.”27 Similar to the ways other minority groups 

are automatically excluded from talks of box office success, API actors also have to face 

the harsh realities of casting disenfranchisement. Thus, Wu’s assumption that Asian-

Americans have not determined to act actually participates more in the hegemonic 

ideologies of privilege than it accurately explains what appears to be more likely de facto 

exclusion.  

The purpose of this chapter was to dig further into how media industry 

professionals rationalize the everyday decisions they make—particularly as it relates to 

casting. From my interviews with AFTRA and SAG to the NBC casting executive, what I 

learned was that color is not a contextual, culturally specific issue but is rather more like 

a flavoring additive. Hiring actors of color may work to reflect the literal diversity of 

America’s population, but it does not translate into actual representations of cultural 

difference. Cultural difference is not at the forefront of these professionals’ agendas. 

Understandably, the guilds have a difficult time as is gaining employment for their 

minority members; to be concerned with content would only be more daunting. Besides, 

                                                        
26 Ibid. 16,17.  
27 Ibid. 13.  
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how would they be able to affect content? The scripts have been written by the time guild 

members are allowed or rejected from auditioning. Thus, it is those who set about 

commissioning these scripts (and also script writers) who must be conscientious about 

providing the opportunities for cultural difference.  

Put simply, what I wanted to demonstrate in this chapter is how by situating 

casting as my object of study and a lens to examine how colorblindness functions in 

television production, it is crucial to acknowledge its position within the nexus of 

industrial labor. For example, writing and producing are integral parts to the casting 

process because they clearly create and decide what the characters are who will be cast 

and how they look and act. The casting directors are working at putting together a list of 

talent that they know will meet their showrunner’s needs. In the next chapter, I will 

illustrate this nexus of industrial labor down through a case study of Grey’s Anatomy.  
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Chapter Four: “I’m glad no one was hung up on the race thing”: 
Grey’s Anatomy and the Innovation of Blindcasting in a Post-
Racial Era. 

In chapter one I described the fallout after the 1999 television season. Network 

executives did order shows with people of color that many times failed to attract 

mainstream audiences to follow them. So, what would a show that intentionally tried to 

attempt the American scene and become successful look like? This chapter is not about 

the general lack of diversity on screen; rather, it is about how the television and film 

industry power structure reacted and negotiated literally to put more diversity in 

programs.  

Now I realize that describing simultaneous absence and presence of racial 

diversity seems paradoxical but that is exactly what is and has been occurring. Reiterating 

a past point, post-1999, networks hastened to add minorities to their predominately white 

shows, sprinkling people of color in front of and behind the scenes as if they were adding 

salt to an already cooked meal. Since then, however, the urgency of increasing diversity 

has diminished substantially—especially with regard to television casting. And yet, on 

occasion, programs do include cultural diversity in their formats. Vincent Brook offers 

the numbers based on SAG’s report as well as what the numbers signify:  

Released in February 2000, the SAG study, which focused on African Americans, 
revealed that blacks actually accounted for 16.0 percent of characters over the 
monitoring period, compared to the group’s 12.2 percent of the U.S. population. 
However, further analysis showed that “overrepresentation” was undermined by 
the shunting of African Americans to “ghetto” networks (the WB and UPN), 
“ghetto” genres (sitcoms rather than dramas), and “ghetto” scheduling (the less-
viewed Monday and Friday nights). Another study, released by the San 
Francisco–based advocacy group Children Now, added an even more damaging 
aspect to the marginalization of minorities: even programming that did include 
people of color frequently did so in an “exclusionary manner”—in other words, 
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depicting them disproportionately as vagrants, dopers, gangbangers, and sundry 
predatory criminals.1 

As a result of the SAG report and the post-1999 negotiations between networks and 

actors guilds to increase the visibility and screen time of minorities, watchdog 

organizations that each served its own group (black, Latino, Asian, Native American) 

began issuing “report cards” to the networks in terms of their performance of diversity. 

These report cards had little consequence except for publically shaming the networks into 

devising strategies for diversity. Brook outlines the measurement and distribution of 

grades as well as their ramifications: 

This was a harsh assessment, certainly, but one the media-monitoring coalition 
tended to affirm. Under a memorandum of understanding between the coalition 
and the networks in 1999, the various groups (black, Latinos, Asian Pacific 
American, and Native American) were to meet individually with the networks 
twice a year (since 2005 it has dropped to once a year) to discuss diversity in 
hiring and screen images, and each group was to issue a report card on each 
network’s performance at the end of the year. The reports assess not merely 
casting—“Actors: On-Air Primetime Scripted Shows” (“On-Air Prime-time 
Reality Programming” was added as a category in 2004)—but also behind-the-
scenes hiring and other issues—“Writers and Producers: Prime-time,” “Directors: 
Prime-time,” “Program Development,” “Procurement,” “Entertainment 
Executives,” and “Network Commitment to Diversity Issues” (www.nhmc.org; 
www.advancingequality.org). The reports have not been glowing, especially for 
Asian Pacific Island Americans. “Overall” grades (an average of all the 
categories), which started off in the D or C– range for all the networks, have 
remained stuck in the C range since the mid– 2000s, with only ABC finally 
moving up to a B– in 2008 (reports are issued at the end of each calendar year). 
Grades for Latinos have fared somewhat better, with ABC and Fox rating overall 
Bs as early as 2004, NBC and CBS joining them at that level in 2006, and ABC 
shooting up to an A– in 2006 and 2007, although retreating to a B+ in 2008. 
African Americans have remained, as they started, ahead of the field, despite a 
“stern warning” from the NAACP that much more needs to be done.2 
 

The website from which Brook gathered his report card information [“Advancing 

Equality” vis a vis the Asian Pacific American Media Coalition (APAMC)] does not 
                                                        
1 Vincent Brook, “Convergent Ethnicity and the Neo-platoon show: Recombining Difference in the 
Postnetwork Era,” Television and New Media, Vol. 10: 4, 2009, 340.  
2 Ibid.  
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publish their criteria for report card grades. Thus it is unclear how they specifically 

determine the grades were. What the website does provide are some general rationales for 

network grades. For example, in their summary of ABC, the APAMC posit: 

For the second year, ABC received a B- as its overall grade. The most significant 
improvements for ABC came in the directing and procurement categories. ABC 
has made great strides over the years to be inclusive of all racial groups and this is 
reflected in its prime-time line-up. ABC made a breakthrough in 2005 when it 
began airing Grey’s Anatomy, a show with a minority show runner and quality 
roles for Asian American, Latino and African American actors. ABC’s diversity 
initiatives have paid off in shows such as Lost, Ugly Betty, Grey’s and now Flash 
Forward and Modern Family. However, the network’s APA [Asian Pacific 
Americans] numbers are falling for writers, regular actors and reality show cast 
members. And with Lost wrapping up this season, the numbers will fall further 
without renewed attention in development and casting.3 

 
 Not only does Brook give an excellent analysis of what he calls the “lily white 

controversy,” but he uses the data to demonstrate how the networks negotiated the risk of 

multiraciality with the demands of the postnetwork era. Brook notices a pattern of 

programming he coins “neo-platoon shows” that: 

Formed around a tight-knit or fatefully intertwined cohort of ethno-racially 
diverse characters, with a complex soap-like narrative structure, significant 
interracial romance, and a sophisticated televisual aesthetic, a flurry of neo-
platoon dramas has emerged in the new millennium, including some of the recent 
period’s biggest hits: Boston Public (2000–2004), Kevin Hill (2004–2005), Lost 
(2004–), Heroes (2006–), Grey’s Anatomy (2005–), and Ugly Betty (2006–).4  

Similar to this dissertation, Brook focuses on network television because “this is 

where the most controversy and discourse in general around race and ethnicity in 

American television have been concentrated but also because of the networks’ persistent 

ratings hegemony, cable’s more concerted niche programming strategies, and the 

government’s strongly network-oriented regulatory oversight.” He continues, “Media 

                                                        
3 “The 2009 Asian Pacific American Media Coalition Report Card on Television Diversity,” 13 June 2010, 
http://www.advancingequality.org/attachments/files/340/2009%20TV%20Diversity%20Report.pdf.   
4  Ibid. 342.  
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monitoring groups, for example, survey only network shows’ representations of their 

constituencies because the groups’ ability to affect FCC licensing decisions is limited to 

the networks and their affiliates.”5  

Further, Brook acknowledges the benefits of a neo-platoon show for the networks:  

Recombining difference neo-platoon style within a single dramatic show, rather 
than doling out difference (a “black” show, a “Hispanic” show, an “Asian” show), 
typically on sitcoms, enables television programmers, first, to more cost 
effectively showcase diversity; second, to avoid the genre “ghettoization” stigma; 
and third, to “load up” audience appeal—both domestically and internationally.6  

Key to his description of the neo-platoon program is his concept called “convergence of 

difference.” Brook continues: 

What makes the latest crop of platoon shows stand out is their convergence of 
difference: first, the multiple-protagonist and interlocking-narrative structure 
creates a textual interdependence among the range of ethnicities represented; 
second, this interdependence is reinforced by the egalitarian positioning of the 
main characters—that is, people of color are placed on a par with or even a notch 
above their white cohorts, both in screen time and in social or occupational 
standing; and finally, and most distinctively, interracial romance is prominently 
displayed.7 

“Convergence of difference” functions as both a narrative strategy and an industrial 

strategy in that diversity is used as a component of storytelling while also allowing 

networks to market their shows as diverse. Quite rightly, Brook also acknowledges the 

systemic repercussions with networks deploying the “convergence of difference” onto 

their programming—namely with actors of color.  

The very real, if still insufficient, progress in representational diversity is 
problematized not only by the commercial motivation that accompanies it but also 
by the contradictory pressures marginalized groups themselves experience 
between multiculturalism and assimilation—that is, between the desire to assert 
difference yet also to be accepted into the mainstream.8  

                                                        
5 Ibid. 342.  
6 Brook 331. 
7 Ibid. 341. 
8 Ibid. 335. 
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Brook continues:  

A similar tension is prevalent in the notion of “color-blind” casting itself, which, 
as its name suggests, tends to erase the very difference it purports to assert.9  
Convergent ethnicity, at least in its present capitalist realist (or surrealist) form, 
can hardly be considered an unqualified boon for people of color, or for society as 
a whole. Color-blind casting may promise an end to “othering,” but this potential 
benefit is compromised by a damaging cost: the dissolution of difference. The 
multiethnic members of the neo-platoon shows may look different, but they tend 
to act the same. Historical and cultural distinctions, not to mention persistent 
ethno-racial inequities, are ignored for the most part, if not denied altogether. 
While Reaganist color-blind ideology, and the “common sense” status it has 
achieved (further “confirmed” by Obama’s “postracial” presidency), is clearly at 
work in television’s soft-pedaling of race, the commercial constraints of the 
culture industry also play a part. As Ann Oldenberg reported in USA Today, the 
show runners of Lost ended up downplaying the racial “edge” displayed in one of 
the show’s black–white liaisons because of fans’ complaints. 10 

A familiar refrain to be sure, but, it is vital to remember how colorblindness and casting 

function to give the illusory ideal of progress. With this function of blindcasting now 

firmly established and linked to the network’s investment, I want to illustrate how Grey’s 

Anatomy became the most publicly lauded experiment of this convergence of difference. 

In contrast to previous chapters, I was not able to interview anyone affiliated with Grey’s, 

including writers, producers, or casting directors. After making several calls to Linda 

Lowy, the casting director for Grey’s, I was unable to secure even a soundbite toward this 

project. The lack of interviews and actual observations of this casting process forced this 

chapter to rely more on textual and discursive analysis of interviews in industry trades 

and newspapers. What I have tried to accomplish within these pages is an approximation 

of how I understand Grey’s Anatomy to function in accordance to the colorblind casting 

standards the Hollywood industry mandates. 

                                                        
9 Ibid. 335. 
10 Ibid. 333. 
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Grey’s Anatomy: Shonda Rhimes and her “Post-Civil Rights, Post-Feminist” 

Program 

Grey’s Anatomy appeared on ABC’s midseason lineup in March 2005. As news 

writer Chuck Barney recalls, the show’s emergence was a television success story.   

When it debuted last March, the series was only intended to be a temporary place-
holder for Boston Legal on Sunday nights. In addition, the ratings of the show 
increased ten percent in the second season. The synopsis of the show: Five 
surgical interns--Meredith Grey (Ellen Pompeo), Cristina Yang (Sandra Oh), 
Isobel Stevens (Katherine Heigl), Alex Karev (Justin Chambers), and George 
O’Malley (T.R. Knight)--compete for the best operating-room assignments, to 
work with residents including “McDreamy” Derek Shepard (Patrick Dempsey), 
serious Preston Burke (Isaiah Washington) and fearsome Miranda Bailey 
(Chandra Wilson). 11 

Using the soapdrama format, Grey’s is less about the medicine and more about how the 

medicine metaphorically relates to the characters. Showrunner Shonda Rhimes asserts, 

“Grey’s Anatomy is more about, not necessarily being a medical drama as it is about 

people who are starting a job, and on a bad day you kill somebody. On a good day, you 

save a life. To me, it’s surgery and it’s competition, and that feels fresh. It’s also very 

much about their personal lives.”12 Grey’s thus seems more akin to a soap opera like 

General Hospital than to its primetime television medical predecessors (St. Elsewhere, 

Marcus Welby, M.D., Chicago Hope to name a few) or its contemporaneous analog, E.R. 

Rhimes continues, “This isn’t a traditional medical drama. I’ve always said from the 

beginning, we’re a relationship show with surgery. It’s never about the patients. It’s about 

how the doctors feel about the patients.”13  

                                                        
11 Chuck Barney, “In Living Color; There are Many Shades of Love When it Comes to TV’s Interracial 
Couples,” The Augusta Chronicle, 15 February 2006, P1. 
12 Shonda Rhimes, The Tavis Smiley Show, PBS, 28 March 2005.  
13 Mike Duffy, “Grey’s Anatomy Creator Says Diverse Cast Reflects the Real World,” Detroit Free Press, 
22 March 2006, P1. 
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Connecting Rhimes’s self-fashioned generic definition of her show with how it 

works racially, New York Times writer Matthew Fogel makes an astute observation. 

“Shonda Rimes has conceived Seattle Grace as a frenetic, multicultural hub where racial 

issues take a back seat to the more pressing problems of hospital life: surgery, 

competition, exhaustion and -- no surprise -- sex.”14 For Fogel, race has little value within 

this text; rather, the sexy and seemingly racially neutral aspects of television soap are 

foregrounded. And yet, despite Rhimes’s control of her text and its racial repression, 

what most of the press around her show centered on was the visibility and celebration of 

racialized characters. Thus understanding the ways in which race is constructed in Grey’s 

is an important task.    

Rhimes received much of the credit for reintroducing the discourse of 

blindcasting into mainstream consciousness. Rhimes essentially insisted that, as opposed 

to the standard casting breakdown that included explicit race and ethnicities for auditions, 

ABC executives and casting directors send her a variety of color options for each role. 

Blindcasting ultimately helped the show become a runaway success because it appeared 

to reinforce the notion of a multicultural yet post-racial society since race and cultural 

differences play no part in the storylines or behaviors of the characters. Yet, it would be 

faulty to assume that Rhimes’s decision to blindcast her ensemble cast occurred without 

being a part of her own politic. In one of those serendipitous ways that often happens 

while doing research, I learned that much of the discourse surrounding Rhimes is quite 

similar to the discourse surrounding her show. She is, on the one hand, celebrated as 

being one of the only black female executive producers of a primetime network drama, 
                                                        
14 Matthew Fogel, “Grey’s Anatomy Goes Colorblind,” New York Times, 8 May 2005, 21 June 2010, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2005/05/08/arts/television/08foge.html. 
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and, on the other hand, her racial identity is neutralized in favor of a focus on her work 

ethic. 

In several trade articles, her lack of experience in television is often discussed as 

the writers marvel over her novice success. In her mid-30s, the former screenwriter and 

graduate of USC’s film program tells the story of her foray into television. After adopting 

her infant daughter, Rhimes took a sabbatical from film scripts, stayed at home, and 

watched television. Not impressed with the current stock of female-led shows, she wrote 

the pilot for Grey’s Anatomy. That the show became a hit not only surprised the networks 

and the trade press but also Rhimes herself.15  Brook extends this point: “Rhimes’s 

gender likely also played a role in the show’s partial tilt toward its female (not 

necessarily black) characters, as illustrated in the title’s derivation from a (white) woman, 

Dr. Meredith Grey, and in the gender equality, if not slight numerical dominance of 

women over men, among the primary doctors featured on the show.”16 

 Not only is the lore surrounding Rhimes’s success part of the discourse but also 

her race politics. In nearly every interview, Rhimes makes the same point about her views 

of society. “I’m in my early 30s, and my friends and I don’t sit around and discuss race. 

We’re post-civil rights, post-feminist babies, and we take it for granted we live in a 

diverse world.” 17 In another interview, the showrunner explains this point further:   

I don’t think anybody is colorblind in this world, do you know what I mean? I 
think I’m a product of being a post-feminist, post-civil rights baby born in an era 
after that happened, where race isn’t the only thing discussed. And I just felt like 

                                                        
15 Pamela K. Johnson, “The Cutting Edge: Shonda Rhimes Dissects Grey’s Anatomy,” Written By, 
September 2005, 21 June 2010, http://www.wga.org/writtenby/writtenbysub.aspx?id=883. 
16 Brook 344. 
17 Fogel 2.  
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there’s something interesting about having a show in which your characters could 
just be your characters. 18 

While Rhimes’s quote is telling, it is important to note the ambiguity of her position. It is 

necessary for her at once to acknowledge that while she (and all of us) has to “see” race, 

the post-racial moment we currently reside within allows us not to make it a meaningful 

aspect of identity. Rhimes’s investment in “normal” non-racialized characters exemplifies 

the discourse of post-racial America where all the troubles of the past are forgotten in the 

heroic efforts of the dissidents during the Civil Rights era. For Rhimes, the greatest 

benefit of all from that era is not having to make race an issue.   

In the show’s racial construction, three of the doctors are African American and 

one of the interns is Asian American.19  The discourse surrounding the cast is celebratory 

and self-congratulatory. Most trade paper articles implicitly acknowledge the general lack 

of people of color on television and see Grey’s as a corrective for years of neglect. The 

common refrain among most reports of the show focus on how the multiracial cast “just 

happened” without intention. Also unintentional is that the three African-American 

characters are all in positions of authority. “People of color just happen to be in key 

positions of authority at Seattle Grace Hospital. Besides Dr. Burke’s no-nonsense 

surgeon, Dr. Richard Webber (James Pickens Jr.) is the avuncular chief of surgery. And 

Dr. Miranda Bailey is the gruffly humane senior resident in charge of training the 

interns.”20 Rhimes posits her reasoning:  

It's not necessarily intentional. We have a really diverse cast, which was 
important to me that we bring in actors of every color for every role. I wanted a 
world that looked like the world I lived in. You said that they seem to a lot of 

                                                        
18 Mark Robichaux, “Rhimes’ Anatomy,” Broadcasting and Cable, 26 February 2006, 21 June 2010, 
www.broadcastingcable.com/article/102990-Rhimes_Anatomy_.php. 
19 My research reflects the show’s status as of season four.  
20 Duffy, 3.  
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times be the heroes. Well, one of them is the chief of surgery, one of them is the 
resident that trains the interns, and one of them is a surgeon. And like all of the 
other characters, they are at times petty, heroic, tired, angry, not interested in their 
jobs, interested in their jobs. I feel like they're three- dimensional characters, 
which, when you only have one character of color in a show, doesn't necessarily 
get to happen. So I don't necessarily think that they're intentionally heroic.21  

Rhimes is inconsistent in her rationale because if the casting was not necessarily 

intentionally diverse then why does she take credit for the benefit: the dimensionality of 

the characters with more than one person of color on the show? Putting aside this 

contradiction, what Rhimes puts forth here is that regardless of their skin color—or what 

that could mean in an identity sense—these characters are as normal as the white 

characters in terms of their behaviors. They are no more or less heroes than the others.  

Extending Rhimes’s logic, I would offer that other possible reasons for this 

unintentional blindcasting could be the producers’ (and the networks’) desire to avoid 

conversations within the program about affirmative action-based promotions or quota 

systems. Considering the actual population of Seattle is eight percent black22 where only 

a quarter of that demographic have professional careers, the probability of three African 

American doctors in powerful positions at the same hospital is unlikely. Thus 

foregrounding that all of the actors were blindcast in the roles works to displace 

conservative fears of minorities taking over and neutralizes them by creating the 

aspirationally utopic space Rhimes envisioned. Cast member Isaiah Washington affirmed 

this utopia: “Right now, three of us [blacks] are in charge at Seattle Hospital and no one 

is questioning that because we’re good at what we do.”23 Washington’s statement implies 

that he realizes suspension of belief is imperative in accepting the improbability of his 

                                                        
21 Robichaux 2. 
222000 US Census Bureau statistic, http://factfinder.census.gov/  
23 “Grey’s Anatomy Stars: Pump Life into TV Medical Drama,” Jet, 1 August 2005, 35. 
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and the others’ authoritative positions on the show. The politics of colorblindness allows 

these cast members to be in that position because whatever subversion their racial 

difference may have caused has been stripped away. But Grey’s is not the first show to 

try this race neutralization. The television medical drama has a long history of grappling 

with American social changes in terms of race and gender. 

Race and the TV Medical Drama 

The medical genre is founded upon a verisimilitude of the hospital and its 

occupants as a means of framing the drama and linking it to metaphors of intimacy and 

relationships. The cornerstone of the medical drama is relationships--specifically, 

workplace community as family. Using the style of the Mary Tyler Moore (MTM) 

production company as a blueprint where the ensemble cast, issue-based drama shaped 

the contemporary medical serial, the medical genre began to establish itself as quality and 

relevant programming. Jane Feuer emphasizes that from the early 1970s the ensemble 

cast is the new television family.   

The archetypal surrogate ‘TV family,’ a cross section of types and ages 
corresponding to the main audience groups and containing underlying 
father/mother/children/lover relationships on a symbolic level…the Lou Grant 
‘family’ is closer to the Howard-Hawks-type team of professionals, about whom 
we’re curious…wishing to ‘understand’ them as they go about their work…24 

Yet, at the center of this community is the charismatic/gruff, endearing/off-putting 

(depending on the show) white male doctor. Deborah Phillips asserts that in 1960s 

medical dramas, female nurses and patients supported the focus on the doctor hero 

allowing for the display of the doctor’s medical expertise. Male doctors were 

“simultaneously ambitious and community spirited…invariably male authoritarian 

                                                        
24 Jane Feuer, “The MTM Style,” MTM ‘Quality Television,’ Eds. Jane Feuer, Paul Kerr and Tise 
Vahimagi, London, BFI Press, 1984, 44-45.  
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figures who should not be challenged… [and] handsome paragons of virtue.”25 As the 

dominant standard, the conventions of the white male doctor could not be transgressed. 

Documenting one network executive’s caution when green lighting medical dramas, 

Joseph Turow notes that “the shows had to evolve around male physicians, not nurses or 

women.”26  Indeed, it was not until 1978’s Julia Farr M.D.  that a woman doctor was the 

lead in a primetime hospital drama. Scripted by a woman, the show lasted only six 

episodes. According to Turow, the program’s short lifespan only reinforced the 

prevailing ideologies. “The fate of these shows along with the abrupt failure of Julia Farr 

reinforced the prevailing industry attitude that medical series with women as title 

characters were poison.”27 In terms of race, 1970’s The Interns featured an integrated cast 

that reflected the commercially viable Mod Squad-esque formula for rebellion and 

relevance. It too was short lived only lasting one season. If nothing more than serving as 

an ancestor to the contemporary medical genres such as E.R. and Grey’s Anatomy, one of 

the achievements of The Interns was that it did feature women and blacks in central roles. 

Yet, they served the same purpose as the nurses and female patients in the medical 

dramas of the 1960s: the support of the white male lead.  If the genre implicitly places 

gender and, more specifically, race at the center of its structure only to make those 

identities unforegrounded, then it makes more sense how colorblindness so easily became 

legitimized.   

                                                        
25 Deborah Phillips, “Medicated Soap: The Woman Doctor in Television Medical Drama,” Frames and 
Fictions on Television: The Politics of Identity within Drama, Eds. Bruce Carson and Margaret Llewellyn-
Jones, (Portland, OR:Intellect Books, 2000), 50-52. 
26 Joseph Turow, “James Dean in a Surgical Gown,” The Revolution wasn’t Televised: Sixties Television 
and Social Conflict, Eds. Lynn Spigel and Michael Curtin, (Durham, NC: Duke, 1997), 197.  
27 Joseph Turow, Playing Doctor: Television, Storytelling, and the Medical Power, (Ann Arbor, MI: 
University of Michigan Press, 1989), 181.  
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As an historical example of the colorblind strategy, medical television shows such 

as Julia that were shaped around a black female lead progressed the colorblind agenda by 

rarely addressing the cultural differences that marked the stratification lines between 

dominance and subordination. Beretta Smith-Shomade writes concerning the program: 

Julia never alluded explicitly to this phenomenon nor to the civil and social unrest 
raging on American streets. This became one of the most potent criticisms leveled 
at the show from both the media and outside advocates.  The show implied that 
the fires were mythical—harmony could be achieved if we could all just get 
along…this blind-eye approach paved the way for 1990s ‘no color lines’ 
programming.28 

It is also important not to forget that part of the reason assimilation occurs is to connect a 

society together for consumption. The more in common ethnic groups have with whites, 

the more likely the outsiders would desire the material signs of dominant upward 

mobility. In Julia’s case, the more she “got along,” the more successful/accepted she 

became. 

 Julia returns the discussion back to the intersection between the medical genre 

and the politics of colorblindness. The show became controversial not because of the 

hospital realism but because of the lack of verisimilitude of Julia’s assimilated family life 

with black life in America in that era. Further, although the show was within the medical 

genre, there was very little reference to medicine. Julia was not even a nurse in a hospital. 

She worked in the health office of an aerospace firm. Turow explains: “Julia had little to 

do with medicine. At work, Julia’s on-camera concerns tended to involve activities 

unrelated to health care, such as coordinating a charity project, dealing with an efficiency 

expert, and coping with a talkative maintenance man.”29 Add to her deskilling the white 

                                                        
28 Beretta Smith-Shomade, Shaded Lives: African-American and Television, (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers 
University Press, 2002), 14-15.  
29 Turow, Playing Doctor, 202.   
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leading male doctor, and particular ideologies begin to seep out of the text: namely, the 

look of progressive integration that is only an illusion. 

One other important television show that emphasizes the persistent connection 

between colorblindness and the medical genre is 1979’s The Lazarus Syndrome. The 

show featured Lou Gossett as a physician who “just happened to be black, and not a 

slumbered black, at that.”30 Only lasting six episodes, the show failed for a number of 

reasons but one in particular dealt with the reluctance of the network to support a show 

whose lead was not a white male.31 Pushing forward to the present, the same discourses 

of assimilation continue to be uttered for medical dramas like Grey’s Anatomy and E.R—

albeit with a bit more success.  

Ultimately, what the history of medical shows with some racial diversity suggest 

is that the networks are not responding to African Americans’ desire to be seen so much 

as to what and how much white viewers want to see of black life. Thus, the 1990s and 

present day programming seem on the surface progressive because so many medical 

shows and other kinds of hour-long dramas feature black castmembers. Herman Gray 

points to the real complexities of this programming especially concerning the primetime 

drama: 

Ironically, it seemed that the hour-long drama was finally about to deliver the 
goods, presenting programs with multiracial casts, devoting story lines to complex 
depictions of black life, and locating such programs in integrated workplace 
settings. It was no surprise that television did not show multiracial representations 
of the intimate spaces of home and family. Not only did the representation of 
blacks remain largely confined to situation comedies, but it seems that there was 

                                                        
30 Gregg Vandekieft, “From City Hospital to ER,” Cultural Sutures: Medicine and Medicine, Ed. Lester 
Friedman, (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2004), 215.  
31 Ibid. 215. 
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some general apprehension (if not outright fear) on the business side about the 
financial risks involved in pursuing racial crossover dreams. 32  

Gray’s remark brings into focus the networks’ logic in greenlighting Rhimes’s Grey’s 

Anatomy. Fogel subtly questions the intentions of the show. “Although medical shows 

have become the cough syrup of television—sturdy, dependable and widely available—

Grey’s Anatomy has differentiated itself by creating a diverse world of doctors—almost 

half the cast are men and women of color—and then never acknowledging it.”33 Fogel’s 

insight is telling in that it tacitly describes a network strategy of branding a show in 

contrast against similar programming. In order for a risk averse network like ABC to 

create an ensemble with a large multiracial cast, race has to be solely limited to the colors 

of the body. Put simply, diversity on Grey’s is more gimmick than innovation because, I 

would argue, what good is a multiracial cast if racial and cultural difference is never 

acknowledged.   

Grey’s as Colorblind Prototype 

Understanding Rhimes’s vision of the world is tantamount to understanding 

Grey’s politics. Aspirational ideas of how she imagines the world paints much of her 

worldview.   Ironically enough, Rhimes’s worldview is very much in tandem with the 

racial diversity representatives of the actors guilds interviewed in chapter three—

particularly, the notion of the “American scene.” In interviews, Rhimes frequently 

discusses how she envisions her show representing the real world. “I basically walked in 

saying I didn’t write anybody’s race into the script.”34 Shocked that television did not 

                                                        
32 Herman S. Gray, Watching Race: Television and the Struggle for Blackness, (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2004), 84. 
33 Fogel 2.  
34 Mike Duffy, “Grey’s Anatomy Creator Says Diverse Cast Reflects the Real World,” Detroit Free Press, 
March 22, 2006, P1. 
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normally participate in her blindcasting process, Rhimes set out to make her diverse cast 

“normal.” In a Nightline segment called “America in Black and White,” Rhimes and the 

cast discuss the racial aspects of Grey’s. Describing how the race of the characters is less 

important than their experiences, Rhimes posits: 

It’s not shocking if the guy running the hospital is black. It’s not shocking if the 
surgeon is black. If you accept it as reality instead of making it a very special 
episode of Grey’s Anatomy where people discuss race which would make 
me…uh…crazy, it seems like the show could be about something more and once 
you start seeing these people as people [rather than by] the color of their skin, you 
begin to maybe see the people in your grocery store as more than the color of their 
skin.35 
This remark reveals much of the show’s politics. First, Rhimes’s discussion of a 

reality that transcends race is significant because it demonstrates her belief that television 

representation can change preconceived notions. The problem of course is that because 

these television characters are divorced from their cultural specificities they are not real; 

they are reduced to stereotypical “model minorities” who are different from their 

marginalized group of origin. The minority actors on Grey’s thus toil endlessly under the 

banner of normative whiteness.  

In addition, the quote describes Rhimes’s discomfort with television episodes that 

intentionally focus on race. I concede that when television programs make race an 

explicit theme, it is usually an appeal to some universal, effectively white, human 

experience; however, Rhimes clearly balks at any utterance of race talk. Beyond the 

visual representation of diversity, markers of race either in terms of dialogue or plot 

constitute an abnormality within the ideal world of Rhimes’s vision. 

                                                        
35 Grey's Anatomy, “America in Black and White,” Nightline, ABC, New York, 20 March 2006.   
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Yet, just because Rhimes is not explicitly addressing race--or racial 

representation--one of the problems that can arise from blindcasting is that the actors of 

color inadvertently step into racial tropes. Thus, while I can agree that when writers inject 

race into the character on purpose, many times the end result is stereotyping; I also 

contend that stereotyping is just as likely unintentional, or perhaps, unconscious. Brook 

reinforces this point, explaining:  

While sugarcoating difference may be the more prevalent problem of the neo-
platoon show, exaggerating difference in stereotypical ways is an issue as well. In 
Grey’s Anatomy, in particular, as Felicia D. Henderson observes, the “superspade 
and the mammy get a makeover.” Dr. Preston Burke’s updated version of the 
superspade role popularized in 1970s blaxploitation films is fulfilled not so much 
in his objective prowess as a heart surgeon as in his macho carriage and 
“overstated belief” in his own superiority. Dr. Miranda Bailey, another African 
American doctor, addresses Burke’s superiority complex head-on in “The First 
Cut Is the Deepest” (season 1, episode 2): ‘I think you’re cocky, arrogant, pushy, 
and you have a God complex. And you never think about anybody but yourself.’ 
As for Bailey, although hardly the loyal House Negro of The Birth of Nation 
(1915) or Gone with the Wind (1939) variety, she often falls into the asexual, 
overweight, and crude characterizations associated with the stereotypical mammy. 
At once underscoring and overcompensating for the representational slight, Bailey 
is referred to by her cohorts on the show as “the Nazi.”36 

While I would not label Burke the superspade as much as the full-on integrationist male 

who according to Stuart Hall is “morally superior and affluent,”37 it is still necessary to 

point out that while Burke may not have been racialized in Rhimes’s mind, once Isaiah 

Washington was hired for the role, Burke’s character became imbued and loaded with a 

litany of racialized tropes that a writer would consciously have to circumvent.38  

                                                        
36 Brook 340.  
37 Stuart Hall, Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices, (London: SAGE, 1997), 
35. 
38 What I am trying to suggest is the way we read Washington’s body and his performance as well as the 
cultural contexts of affirmative-action and the notion of model minorities all work to create this loaded 
persona.  
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Also of importance is Bailey’s remark to Burke. She describes his cockiness and 

his God-complex, but she never acknowledges the predicament they are both in as 

African-American doctors in a predominately white hospital and how that also plays a 

part in how others receive his persona. Double consciousness, that is, “this sense of 

always looking at one's self through the eyes of others, of measuring one's soul by the 

tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity”39 is a component of black life 

in America and the lack of acknowledgement of that in the circumstances Burke found 

himself is disingenuous and not reality.  

 Not only is Brook’s description of Burke’s deracialized yet racialized persona 

pertinent but so is the persona Bailey, and the actress who portrays her, stumbles into. 

While she received, as Felicia D. Henderson coins it, a “mammy makeover,” for the most 

part Bailey still finds herself as the caretaker of her mostly white residents. In later 

seasons viewers learn she has a husband (although his only story appearance is as a 

patient who nearly dies from a brain hemorrhage after a car accident while she is in labor 

delivering their son). In the Nightline interview, Chandra Wilson recounts that Rhimes 

initially cast a tall, blonde haired, blue-eyed woman as the original Miranda Bailey—

which may also explain the nickname “the Nazi” given pre-casting. While Brook posits 

that the nickname “underscores and overcompensates” for the representational slight, I 

argue that since it existed before Wilson was hired for the part, it is thus an apt 

illustration of how actors of color have to negotiate the normatively white characters they 

inhabit. 

                                                        
39 W.E.B DuBois, Souls of Black Folk, (New York: Cosimo, 2007), 2.  
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 Burke’s and Bailey’s characters are not the only examples of Grey’s experiment 

with colorblindness within the text. Rhimes also “unintentionally” places her characters 

in interracial relationships. When asked about it in interviews, she frequently acts as if it 

is a surprise that her characters are racialized and in interracial relationships. Her 

explanation for those couplings is also downplayed: “it’s what I had planned for the 

characters.”40 Brook offers a synopsis of the interracial relationships over the course of 

the series:  

Biracial affairs, meanwhile, abound at the hormonally unchallenged medical 
facility: Torres has been the most adventurous of the bunch, having had affairs 
with three white doctors, one of whom was a woman; Burke and Yang, despite 
ups and downs, were a long-term item, briefly engaged, and almost married, and 
Yang has since taken up with the Caucasian Dr. Owen Hunt. Another 
multicolored affair, between doctors Webber and Ellis Grey (mother of Meredith 
Grey), is part of the show’s backstory.41 

Delving further into the Burke/Yang romance illustrates how little Rhimes seems to care 

about the cultural signifiers and expectations of her characters’ racial identities. From the 

beginning of their relationship, race was never a topic brought up for discussion. In fact, 

the only differences and struggles that they had involved their cleaning habits. Rhimes 

observes: “It’s incredibly encouraging that our viewers haven’t gotten hung up on the 

race thing. It’s not about the fact that she’s Asian and he’s black. It’s about the fact that 

she’s a slob and he’s a neat freak. That’s what the whole relationship is all about.”42 Erica 

Chito Childs reinforces this point:  

On Grey’s Anatomy, the top surgeon Preston Burke, who is involved with an 
Asian American medical intern Cristina Yang, is presented as having 
“transcended. . . racial origin and, in so doing, have become normal.” The 
creator/executive producer Shonda Rhimes espouses a color-blind approach, 
stating that they simply [are] “cast(ing) whoever we thought was best for the 

                                                        
40 Nightline interview.  
41 Brook 350. 
42 Barney 3.  
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part.” This fits into the pattern of presenting some black characters as “just 
ordinary people” as part of a color-blind ideology that pretends race no longer 
matters. Yet the idea of difference is clearly portrayed through Burke’s character 
who is stoic, very serious, conservative, trustworthy, and professional while Yang 
is portrayed as cutthroat competitive, unemotional, and disorganized. In one scene 
where Burke and Yang are in a fight because she was hesitant to move in with 
him, Burke quietly, yet assertively, tells her, “I am Preston Burke. I am a widely 
regarded thorasic surgeon . . . and most important I am a good person . . . I 
cook...,” and then describing her he says, “You are a slob. . . . You are a slovenly 
angry. . . . guarded stubborn person.” This scene clearly shows and even has him 
state—just in case the audience didn’t notice—he is exceptional and she is lucky 
to have him, thereby justifying the interracial union and simultaneously making 
Yang an undesirable mate, so who cares that she is with a black man? The 
racialized message is still received yet in a color-blind package like contemporary 
racism and promotes an assimilationist perspective that encourages the view that 
race does not matter.43 

Even when Burke’s parents (ironically, portrayed by Diahann Caroll and Richard 

Roundtree—two icons of blackness whom I shall discuss later in the chapter) met 

Christina and his mother disapproved, race (or even a smidgen of racial discomfort) was 

never an explicit factor. Rather, Christina was just not good for him. This relationship 

ultimately came to a bracing halt in season four of Grey’s thanks to Washington’s off-

screen antics and ABC’s separation from his public crisis, but regardless, to many the 

lack of race discussion was cowardly.  As one columnist wrote, “Face it, some writers are 

just afraid of going there. Taking on cultural differences isn’t easy, so they simply make 

believe they don’t exist.”44  

In addition to the Burke/Yang romance that foregrounded “neat and sloppy” as 

the difference between the characters instead of dealing with their cultural differences,  

the show also revealed that chief of surgery, Dr. Webber, had a long-term affair with 

Meredith Gray’s mother, Alice Gray, decades before. Childs argues a different strategy of 
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Rowman and Littlefield, 2009), 48.   
44 Barney “In Living Color.” P2.  
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racial displacement: locating the romance in the past. “Beyond not showing interracial 

couples, another strategy of invisibility is to have an interracial union that happened in 

the past. By placing the relationship in the past, the show can claim to be racially 

progressive while not having to deal with actually presenting an interracial 

relationship.”45  Webber still visited Alice who had Alzheimer’s and lived in a nursing 

home until her death in seasons one and two. Frequently she would relive moments 

between Webber and herself, but never is race a factor in the ending of their affair. While 

it is understandable that contemporarily individuals are race blind, even twenty years ago, 

times were different—race did matter. Yet, there is not a single mention of race in their 

relationship. 

 Near the end of the third season opener, Webber and his wife Adele have an 

argument where she confesses she has enough of her husband’s constant devotion to the 

hospital resulting in the neglect of their marriage. Tired of being second best, Adele gives 

him an ultimatum telling him: “I waited for a lot of things. I waited for you to get your 

degree, I waited for you to come home at night and I waited for you to end it with that 

wh--…I’m not waiting anymore.” The reason why this scene is pertinent is that the word 

that Adele begins to utter is silenced. While it is not certain what word Adele was 

forming,46 I believe she was going to say “white woman” before she takes the word back.   

This is an important moment because it speaks to larger ways that the mechanics of 

colorblindness effectively work to displace the ideologies of race. Adele is not allowed to 

state that she is a black woman who is fully aware that her husband was having an affair 

with a white woman because it would draw the universal (read: white) viewer out of the 
                                                        
45  Childs 37.  
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text and force identification with a culturally specific minority character. The dialogue 

has Adele censor herself because raising racial difference would threaten the utopian 

world that the show has so carefully constructed. 

Not only is the representation on screen important to discuss but also the cast’s 

extratextual perspectives regarding race are also valuable in understanding how Grey’s 

blindcasting innovation became a celebrated feature of the show. In the Nightline 

segment, the interviewer asks Dempsey about the original competition between him and 

Washington for the role of Dr. Derek Shepherd:  

At the time, Ellen [Pompeo, lead actress on Grey’s] had been cast as the lead and 
Burke’s part was cast with a different actor and so there was a screen test between 
Isaiah and me…it was wide open…it would have been interesting if he was 
McDreamy [Shepherd’s nickname] and I was Dr. Burke. But that could work 
too…uh…y’know.”47  

Washington’s response conflicts with Dempsey’s more optimistic outlook. Washington 

asserts:  “ABC didn’t want me to be Dr. Shepherd, they wanted Patrick Dempsey so 

there’s your answer…It’s not daring…it’s not daring. That is off limits…[Interviewer 

cuts in: “So you’re saying that’s still…”] Oh [guffaws], it’s not going anywhere…I’ll be 

disappearing on you like Dave Chappelle if I said anything different.”48  

Perhaps a foreshadowing for Washington, these interview remarks demonstrate 

the fascinating (and frustrating) awareness on the part of Washington, and presumably 

others, of the unlikelihood of a black character being the leading man. Still according to 

the logic of blindcasting, if Washington had been cast as McDreamy, his character would 

have exhibited the same traits as Dempsey-as-McDreamy. Again, the politics of 

colorblindness insist that there be the illusion of equal opportunity. Both Washington and 
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Dempsey concur that the screen test was “wide open” and that the results were simply a 

case of the “best” man winning. However, Washington’s tepid acknowledgment of the 

network’s implicit demands for a white lead49 comes as close to a provocative statement 

about racial issues as the publicity around the show will allow. However, more examples 

of how Grey’s insistence on not writing race into the script is ultimately undermined 

abound—namely, what happens when two different signifiers of blackness are placed 

into this colorblind format? 

The Return of the Repressed on Post-Racial Grey’s 

In the third season premiere of Grey’s, the doctors at Seattle Grace Hospital react 

to the events that the show’s second season finale left to be resolved. Amid the scandal of 

the four residents sabotaging a patient’s heart condition as a means of ensuring that he 

would be placed in top priority for a heart transplant, a crazed widower shoots Dr. Burke 

in the hand as he waits to receive the heart to perform the surgery. Season three begins as 

the doctors work overtime to repair the nerves in Burke’s hand and ultimately to ensure 

his position as a world-renowned surgeon. After the melodramatic stasis is restored at the 

end of the first episode --temporarily at least--episode two begins as Burke lies in his 

hospital bed “recovering” with his resident girlfriend Christina Yang when his door 

bursts open and reveals his parents.  

Aesthetic markers signify that the elders are well-to-do high-classed individuals 

who are understandably surprised to find their son and his significant other in a 

compromising position—in a hospital no less. What was so shocking to me as a viewer 

about the characters of Jane and Donald Burke is that iconic actors Diahann Carroll and 
                                                        
49 It is important to note that Washington never made Rhimes the executor of ideology; rather, she 
represents the equal opportunity employer. ABC’s standards are in question. 
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Richard Roundtree portrayed them. I did not read the spoilers for Grey’s so the surprise 

of seeing these actors was, admittedly, overwhelming. Nevertheless, the shock became 

productive because I began to think of the connections these stars have television and 

film representation of blackness over the last forty years as well as the ramifications of 

that knowledge within a show like Grey’s.  

Not surprisingly, Jane and Donald function as typical WASP/BUPPIE parents who have 

come to tend to their son and also make judgments on his personal entanglements. 

Dressed in a regal navy St. John suit50 with her hair carefully coiffed and her makeup 

designed to look “natural,” Jane wanders through the corridors of Seattle Grace meeting 

Burke’s friends and offering advice in an extremely sophisticated fashion. Meanwhile, 

Donald spends the majority of the episode sitting quietly and reading the paper in Burke’s 

hospital room. Aside from the occasional grunt in exasperation at his wife’s opinions 

about Christina, Donald is a peripheral figure.  

 Donald Burke’s marginal status within the episode is a useful starting point in 

discussing how race is always peripheral to the content within the structure of the 

program. Returning to the scene with Jane and Donald catching Burke and Christina, the 

issue becomes not that Burke is dating a Korean American but that he is dating a woman 

with “loose morals.” Jane clearly disapproves of Christina but race is never a factor in her 

response. Rather, Christina is just not good for him. Rhimes acknowledges the conscious 

effort that she exerted to normalize this interracial romance. An earlier quote about their 

romance bears repeating: “It’s not about the fact that she’s Asian and he’s black. It’s 

about the fact that she’s a slob and he’s a neat freak. That’s what the whole relationship is 

                                                        
50 The brand that Angelina Jolie models but that Condoleeza Rice and Laura Bush wears.  



 128 

all about.”51 Again, the displacement of material realities represents Grey’s thesis. The 

show uses real medical issues as a means of metaphorically alluding to relationship 

issues. With universality as its goal, the program uses those concepts that can be seen to 

discuss those situations with which we can all relate.   

However problematic the invisibility of race is within the show, Grey’s is not 

necessarily innovative in its politics of assimilation. Over the last forty years, television 

and film has influenced and modeled societal change. From pre-Civil Rights era 

programs like Amos ‘n’ Andy (1951-1953) to the shows during the era like I Spy (1965-

1968) and Room 222 (1969-1972), racial politics transformed from blacks portrayed as 

separate and unequal to whites to, as Gray writes, “blacks becoming more acceptable to 

whites by containing or rendering them, if not culturally white, invisible.”52 Within the 

so-called post-Civil Rights era in which we currently reside, race politics has become a 

hybrid of the first two eras where at once predominately black shows reside on networks 

that ghettoize them and simultaneously blacks play key roles in predominately white 

shows but are still contained and rendered culturally white.  

Grey’s Anatomy is a useful point of intersection because with the entrance of 

Carroll and   Roundtree onto the show, three different racial discursive strategies 

converge. The ways that these three positions on race intersect is thus the larger point of 

this section. By exploring the varied histories of Roundtree and Carroll, their career 

trajectories as well as their on-air personas reveal their relationship to assimilation and 

any ruptures within their integration into mainstream industry. Further, their placement 

                                                        
51 Chuck Barney, “In Living Color; There are Many Shades of Love When it Comes to TV’s Interracial 
Couples,” The Augusta Chronicle, 15 February 2006, 3.  
52 Gray 76.  



 129 

on Grey’s marks the series as culturally significant and productive in determining its 

place in the post-Civil Rights era as a model of utopic color blindness.  

Carroll’s career in Hollywood has spanned more than fifty years. A veteran of 

theater, television, and film, Carroll’s entry into fame has been a tumultuous one. Born 

Carol Diahann Johnson, the future diva rose to fame in her teen years. With her strong 

voice and good looks, she landed a supporting film role in Carmen Jones (1954) at age 

nineteen. A steady stream of nightclub appearances made Carroll an international 

sensation. In 1960 she earned a part in the Broadway play No Strings and won a Tony 

award for her performance. Fast forward to 1967 when director of the NAACP Roy 

Wilkins delivered a speech arguing for more blacks on television at a fundraiser 

sponsored by several executives of the television and film industry. Hal Kanter, a 

television producer, was so moved by the speech that he decided to write a show that 

featured a black lead.53 Julia was born. The story of Julia Baker, a nurse and single 

mother, whose husband was killed in Vietnam, became the central focus of the show. As 

the first black lead of a primetime television program, much pressure was placed on 

Carroll not only to be a good actress but a good representative of her race. In a recent 

interview, Carroll discusses the network’s expectations of the show: 

I think everyone was holding their breath. NBC and 20th Century Fox felt 
obligated [to participate] in this new question of blacks in television, blacks in 
film. And this opportunity came along, from producer Hal Kanter. I think they all 
thought…this was a great way to do it, something that was light and that had an 
opportunity to go into American homes without ruffling too many feathers. That 
was very important. It was the opposite end of the spectrum from what’s 
happening at the moment – all we do is ruffle feathers. A lot of things [against 
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Julia] were said out of fear and ignorance. But there’s nothing like success to 
change people’s minds.54 

Indeed, there were several critiques of Julia’s position of race. To borrow from 

Carroll’s quote, not enough feathers were ruffled. According to television historian 

Donald Bogle, critics denounced Julia for its “sugarcoated portrait of Black lives 

completely untouched by contemporary politics or current history.”55 During the time of 

production, Carroll responded to television critic Robert Shayon. 

I would think that [Mr. Shayon] might give us the courtesy of seeing our show 
before he criticized it. We’re dealing with an entertainment medium. Julia is a 
drama-comedy; it isn’t politically oriented. Because I am black that doesn’t mean 
I have to deal with problems of all black people. That’s not my sole 
responsibility…all TV is divorced from reality. The Beverly Hillbillies don’t go 
back and show you the life they came from in the Ozarks; their business is to 
make people laugh…It isn’t our business to “tell it as it is.” Look at East Side, 
West Side…it only lasted a short time…Maybe people just don’t want to see 
things like that after they’ve had a pretty grim day themselves.56 
Several of Carroll’s remarks are significant to the larger question of my project. 

Carroll makes explicit the commercial demands of the television industry. A key 

characteristic of television programming is that regardless of diversity, casts should be 

identifiable with the white audience since they are the demographic being targeted within 

the major network schema. Gray reinforces this point: “Black shows, where they are 

developed at all, were and are selectively developed and deployed by major commercial 

networks as part of their overall marketing and branding strategy, a strategy and ideal 

demographic that in all likelihood does not include black people as a prime market.”57 
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Within the binary of white/other, it seems apparent that if the demographic targeted is not 

other that it must be white and thus the program must not be too culturally specific.  

 Second, Carroll’s assertion of her individuality versus that of group representation 

is also useful in light of Julia’s position as a product of the assimilationist era. According 

to Gray, historically colorblindness was characterized through a distinct set of practices 

toward ethnic groups in media. The assimilationist practice is one such model. Gray 

posits: 

Assimilationist [representation] treated social and political issues of black 
presence in particular and racism in general as individual problems. Worlds that 
they construct are distinguished by the complete elimination, or, at best, 
marginalization of social and cultural difference in the interest of shared and 
universal similarity…such programs erase the histories of slavery, conquest, 
isolation, and power inequalities, conflicts, and struggles for justice and equality 
that are central features of the US society.58  

If assimilation is the ideology, then colorblindness is the means by which the vision is 

accomplished. The politics of colorblindness emerged as an industrial and socio-political 

answer to the civil rights movement. Gray furthers this point:  

Culturally, race was threatening and disruptive…this threat required management 
at the level of television’s response (both representational and industrial) and at 
the level of scholarly and journalist discourse that provided the principal account 
of how to imagine the nation. Integration did this work. The discourse of 
integration was deeply rooted in the logic of assimilation, which, in the aftermath 
of the civil rights movement, was codified into a social project of colorblindness, 
a legal project of equal opportunity, and a moral project of individualism and self-
responsibility. 59   

Thus it is not only significant that according to this logic individuals are responsible for 

their own success but also that individuals represent themselves only. 

 As the show progressed, Carroll’s attitude concerning the show’s representation 

of race began to change. “’There was no question in my mind that Julia had the 
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responsibility to set a positive example in the way it presented the Black family,’ said 

Carroll.’ ‘And it didn’t take long to realize that it was largely up to me to try to make that 

happen. For all Hal’s good intentions, it became increasingly difficult for him to write 

meaningfully about Black people.’”60 According to Acham, Carroll “pushed for stories 

that would at least address some issues of race. In later seasons, she insisted that her 

character wear a unprocessed hairstyle so as to address the changing black views on black 

pride.” 61 

 Nevertheless, even with the changes Carroll tried to make she still realized that 

her audience was white and that she had to cater to them. In a 1970 interview with TV 

Guide reporter, when the reporter asked if she considered herself a “sellout,” Carroll 

responds:  

Of course! Of course, I’m a sellout. What else would I be? I’ve sold my talents for 
a job I’m not particularly crazy about. Isn’t that what you do? Isn’t that what most 
people do? I’ve been operating in the white world for 15 years. I’m a black 
woman with a white image. I’m as close as they can get to having the best of both 
worlds. The audience can accept me in the same way, and for the same reason. I 
don’t scare them.62 

Carroll’s statement, specifically the “black woman with a white image” quote, is very 

revealing and gives insight into how Carroll views herself as a black woman in an 

integrated world. She nor her onscreen persona Julia displayed any traces of cultural 

significance that would distract or intimidate an audience.  

 In 1971, Kanter and Carroll decided to part ways which brought Julia to an end. 

Carroll continued to work and was even nominated for an Academy Award for her 

performance as a welfare mother trying to survive and find love in Claudine (1974). This 
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character was a bit of a change for Carroll as she performed in a role that emphasized 

cultural difference and blackness. Yet, her role as the white Negro had not ended.  

 In 1984, Carroll made an appearance on the top-rated Dynasty (1981-1989) as 

Dominique Devereaux. Bogle gives Devereaux’s backstory:  

An internationally famous singer and the half sister of series hero Blake 
Carrington (her mother and Blake’s father had been lovers). She returns to Denver 
to demand her place in the Carrington empire. Haughty, outspoken, glamorous as 
all get-out, the Black woman was now depicted as a formidable combatant in a 
tough, competitive, dog-eat-dog, mink-lined world.”63  

Carroll’s entrance into the world of Aaron Spelling’s drama du jour produced fanfare and 

also a more diverse audience. Ebony magazine reported that Carroll’s first episode 

produced a boom in ratings in Chicago, Detroit, New York, and other cities with large 

black populations.64  However, all the excitement surrounding her character and the 

possibilities for rupturing Dynasty’s hegemonic ideologies was short lived because her 

self-proclaimed identity as a “black woman with a white image” returned. Known as the 

“black diva bitch,” Carroll’s only function was to serve counterpoint to Joan Collins’s 

Alexis. When all the “bitch-slapping” ended, Dominique was merely flat and implausible. 

That Dominique she is Creole has a legacy that extends to slavery and could have been a 

large story within the world of the high powered Carrington family. In contrast was a 

storyline about homosexuality and even a slight critique on gender; however, race 

seemed to be off limits. When asked about her time on Dynasty, Carroll responds: “It was 

so over the top, nobody [of any race] should have realistically been on Dynasty but John 

Forsythe! Aaron Spelling believed very much in what we did--which was wearing pretty 
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clothes and saying nothing.”65 This mantra of beauty and silence again reinforces that 

women are all the same and that their racial differences are only skin deep.  

  In contrast, Richard Roundtree’s career is less animated than Carroll’s. At age 29, 

Roundtree became an Ebony Fashion Fair model. With a desire to act, he became a 

member of New York’s Negro Ensemble Company. Beating out several well-known 

actors for the part of John Shaft, Roundtree “wielded guns and at times bazookas and 

were involved in hand-to-hand combat against oppressive white society.”66 With the 

success of 1971’s Shaft, Roundtree made several sequels and even a diluted version of 

the film as a television series. Contrary to opinions about Carroll, Roundtree’s onscreen 

persona matched the radicalism of the Black Power movement because he fit the 

culturally historic idea of the “bad nigger or black bad man.” Characterized by the 

absolute rejection of the established authority figures, bad niggers “insisted upon being 

treated as equals, rejected traditional obsequious postures when interacting with whites, 

and refused to adopt trickery and deception as a means to a desired end because those 

strategies appeared to affirm inherent white superiority.”67 As opposed to an 

assimilationist text, Shaft represents more of a pluralist or separate but equal discourse. 

Gray posits that pluralist discourses “situate black characters in domestically centered 

black worlds and circumstances that essentially parallel those of whites. Like their white 

counterparts, these shows are anchored by the normative ideals of individual equality and 

social inclusion.”68 Within Shaft’s diegetic world, the lead private investigator knows his 
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community and maintains the order without the outside help of whites. Strong and 

assertive Roundtree’s Shaft was a “bad nigga.”   

 Never really able to live down his persona, Roundtree flustered about trying to 

find roles that placed him outside of that “bad nigga” box and came up unsuccessful most 

of the time. Most of the roles he took after Shaft were bit parts where he played the same 

character repeatedly. Thus, Roundtree became locked into a particular history—that may 

or may not have actually been a part of his personal politics.  

 The objective of this section was to explore how Carroll and Roundtree’s 

divergent racial discourses of assimilation and pluralism intersect onto Grey’s space of 

race neutrality. I argue that these two actors do not merely function as experienced people 

of color in need of employment but rather as cultural signifiers for various modes of 

black identity. Furthermore, Carroll and Roundtree are also important because they 

represent the different forms of access whites had to these different modes of blackness. 

For Carroll, her self-fashioning as a “white negro” allowed her to displace her blackness 

in favor of normative white familiarity and relatability; conversely, Roundtree’s iconic 

status as Shaft created a persona that perhaps unintentionally for the actor, positioned him 

against these normative white standards. Thus, when these two actors appear on Grey’s, 

regardless of what Rhimes desires in terms of race neutrality, their historical personas 

force race to become visible.  

Back to Grey’s 

Grey’s Anatomy is the text where the different discourses of race meet. 

Assimilationist meets pluralist and is contained within a discourse of multiculturalism. 

Rhimes took great pains to write the characters of Jane and Donald Burke into her show. 
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Carroll describes her call from Rhimes about accepting the part of Jane: “She said the 

most lovely thing. She said, ‘I knew when I was a girl that if I had any success in 

television or film that I wanted to work with you.’”69 In contrast to shows like Julia and 

The Cosby Show, it is clear that Rhimes has a significantly different paradigm for 

representing diversity. Those shows feature blacks as lead characters who have agency; 

however, the price for that agency is the loss of culture. Put simply, the demand for 

crossover appeal on network television diminishes the cultural specificity of a television 

show because that kind of difference is not entertaining. Gray reinforces this point: 

“Black shows, where they are developed at all, were and are selectively developed and 

deployed by major commercial networks as part of their overall marketing and branding 

strategy, a strategy and ideal demographic that in all likelihood does not include black 

people as a prime market.”70  

  Gray’s remark reflects the industrial impetus that suggests the white audience is 

not necessarily coveted because it has the most return; rather, it is coveted for long-

standing racist ideologies of supremacy and the subsequent exclusion of minorities. To 

borrow the often used cliché, these black shows “kill two birds with one stone” because 

they offer these audiences (and networks) the opportunity to feel diverse while 

maintaining whiteness as the standard that characters of color must adopt if they desire to 

remain successful.  

The banner of whiteness is the flag by which Carroll’s Julia waved when she 

uttered that she was a black woman with a white image. That cultural legacy is reinforced 
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in Grey’s—more so by her own presence within the show. Without activating her cultural 

agency she is reduced to a model minority—a well-to-do woman who just happens to be 

black. And her husband? The former Shaft had literally to “shut your mouth.” While 

Rhimes sought out Carroll for the role, it could have just as easily have gone to a 

different type of black woman, someone like Cicely Tyson or Ruby Dee. Either actress 

would have been as much a cultural signifier as Carroll but in different ways. Namely, 

these actresses are more associated with Civil-Rights-era black arts political projects 

during the 1960s and 1970s. These projects stressed cultural difference as a necessary 

imperative for artists. Nevertheless, because of the mechanics at work in Grey’s, those 

actresses’ would likely have been flattened, and these icons would be reduced to 

characters who “happen” to be black. 

In the End, Does the Grey’s Experiment Work? 

 In a 2005 New York Times article, ABC President of Entertainment Stephen 

McPhereson said in response to the hit status of Grey’s Anatomy, “The face of America is 

a diverse canvas…and the fact that this show represents a lot of those different aspects, 

you would be silly to think that doesn't have something to do with its success.”71 In many 

ways, Grey’s does represent the American scene but only in superficial ways. Yes, the 

world is a diverse canvas, but many diverse cultural experiences exist in the world and 

deserve space in the televisual world. Bogle supports this point: “Cultural distinctions 

still exist, even if we don’t feel that there is blatant racism in the workplace the way there 

once was. We don’t want to see a racial or cultural problem every week, but at some 
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point if you ignore them it becomes dishonest.”72 This dishonesty only fuels fires of 

complacence and negligence when it comes to race relations. I concur with Bogle that the 

show does not need to have a racial problem to be solved every week, but there does need 

to be a nod to the reality of the world not just as Rhimes envisions it or experiences it as 

an individual but to the world as it actually is. 

 The problem is that it is hard to persuade actors to work in this reality. In 

interviews, James Pickens, Jr., (Chief of the hospital, Dr.Webber), often expresses his 

delight with the representation without identification that the blindcasting process allows. 

“The world is just a much bigger place than black judges and black cops.”73 Pickens is 

rightly addressing the oftentimes one-dimensionality of roles in which people of color 

frequently are placed. However, his character’s dimensionality is only marginally better 

than the “black judge” or “black cop.”   A blindcasted role is just as easy to spot as a 

typecast role—and just as dangerous.  

  In the end, Grey’s as a case study suggests many key issues with which the 

Hollywood industry has to grapple in regard to race as a part of the content and as an 

industrial practice. Brook summarizes this point:   

How to play the race card remains a hot-button issue within the industry. On one 
side of the debate are TV producers and observers who claim that the color-blind 
approach represents “progress that should be celebrated . . . an evolution 
demonstrating that such romances are no longer a big deal.”  For example, Kari 
Lizer, creator of the CBS sitcom The New Adventures of Old Christine (2006–), 
felt that it was important to illustrate a loving relationship between the white 
protagonist (Christine) and a black school teacher (Daniel Harris) “where race 
was not the main focus.”’ “We don’t act like the race aspect is invisible,” Lizer 
says. “We say it as a fact of life and move on.”74    
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These sentiments are certainly tied to notions of audience demographics as well as issues 

of identification. As a post-racial society, colorblindness and diversity exist in tension 

with each other and require both the seeing and the not seeing of race. Thus, having 

actors of color couple with whites becomes the signal of diversity. This, however, does 

not insure representing cultural difference.  

 Brook also puts forth the oppositional viewpoint to the effects of blindcasting at 

the industrial level.  

The other side argues that downplaying race oversimplifies race relations. Janette 
Dates complains that the shows don’t “allow the nuances of the reality of 
interracial couples to come through. I don’t know of any interracial couple that 
doesn’t have to work at it. Society forces them to deal with their situation.” Mara 
Rock Ali, creator of the black-cast shows Girlfriends and The Game, emphasizes 
a positive aspect that’s missing in most depictions: “I find it not only false but 
unfortunate that the very thing that defines the ‘interracial couple’ is not explored. 
And by not exploring race, not only do you miss the opportunity for great stories, 
you miss what is unique to their experience.” Felicia D. Henderson goes further: 
“The idea of multiculturalism [in these shows] is a sham to me. There is one 
culture, mainstream American culture. The characters have been stripped of all 
their cultural identity . . . as opposed to encouraging them to embrace and 
celebrate difference in a positive way.”75 

The next chapter will discuss programs that do attempt to show cultural diversity as well 

as provide some context as to why these programs are so rarely produced.  

                                                        
75 Brook 342. 
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Chapter Five: Is there hope? Alternatives to Colorblind Casting 

At a recent media studies conference, I had an opportunity to talk with a fellow 

casting studies scholar who is dating Dan Harmon, the showrunner of NBC’s hit sitcom 

Community (2009-). Talking about the show’s setting at a community college, she 

stressed how much Harmon was invested in creating a diverse show. “Part of the reason 

he put the show at a community college was because he knew that was where much 

diversity could be found.”1 I complimented the show on the four actors of color on the 

program: two African-Americans, Donald Glover and Yvette Nicole Brown; one half 

Polish/half-southeast Asian named Danny Pudi; and one Asian Ken Jeong.  

Week after week, these characters are allowed to be culturally specific in very 

clear ways; the show does not shy away from the fact that they are black or Indian (in 

Community, Pudi actually plays a middle Eastern character) but instead makes that a part 

of the episode. When I asked if the actors were allowed to bring their experiences to the 

show, she replied: 

Absolutely. While most times Dan doesn’t like to ask for input regarding the 
script, there are several times when he writes bits and the actors can suggest 
something different. For example, in one episode, Yvette’s character Shirley is 
supposed to pull a prank on a classmate. The script called for her pull down her 
pants and poop on someone’s desk. Yvette went to Dan and told him that she 
didn’t believe that black women would do that. Dan got that and changed the 
script.2 

I also remarked upon an episode that involved Glover’s character Troy and his very 

southern grandmother.  In the episode, Troy tried to explain to his classmate Brita that 

                                                        
1 Erin Hill, Personal Interview by Kristen Warner, 23 April 2010.   
2 Ibid. 
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contrary to her beliefs about elderly women, his grandmother is scary. Brita does not 

believe him until the grandmother believes Brita has been disobedient and asks her to go 

outside and pick a switch. As a viewer, this scene resonated so powerfully with me 

because on many occasions my grandmother asked me to go outside and pick a switch so 

I could “catch my whippin.”  In short, this very culturally specific (and regionally 

specific) moment on television hailed me more as a viewer than mere representation. This 

show thus represents the possibilities of culturally specific casting. And yet, Community 

is a sitcom. As television historian Tim Brooks argues, “black comedians have a strong 

tradition on TV, and viewers have had no problem embracing comedy series with black 

leads. But dramas offer a different dynamic and require a larger degree of relatability, 

which makes it harder for white audiences to accept an ethnic show.”3 Relatability and 

familiarity are thus the barometers used to measure the racial identities of characters in 

primetime drama.  

 As wonderful and refreshing as Community is, though, I also need to point out 

that its shortcomings lie where many other programs do—in the realm of the behind-the-

scenes writers’ office. Talking with my scholar friend about the connection between 

writing and casting, she agreed about the dearth of writers of color across the board in 

television. She also commented on the prohibitive industrial practices that prevent people 

of color from entering the field. “With NBC, it’s so difficult to hire writers because they 

have to be vetted through a number of processes and have to have apprenticed with 

                                                        
3 Nellie Andreeva, “Drama pilots getting more diverse,” The Hollywood Reporter, 16 Feb 2010, 21 June 
2010, 
http://www.hollywoodreporter.com/hr/content_display/television/news/e3ic7a9d080cc25d102b90168a2fed
94922. 
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veteran writers and also have to have written a particular kind of screenplay.” She 

continued, “we know lots of comedy writers who can write jokes and we’d love to hire 

them but because of those restrictions we can’t.”4 

 Because many people of color are not allowed access to these creative processes, 

they are from the outset excluded from even the opportunity to write for these programs, 

which ultimately leads to a small concentration of people of color in front of the camera. 

Therefore, what at once is a wonderful example of a color-conscious alternative is 

simultaneously a reinforcement of old systemic hierarchies of exclusion. It is to the credit 

of Harmon and his writers (and his actors for feeling able to inscribe themselves into 

those texts) that the show has moved an inch closer toward some real racial parity and 

acceptance of difference.  

  Further, I also want to reinforce a point I made in chapter three that the methods 

that actors are using to gain employment in many ways defy the very principal of cultural 

specificity. While the practice of racial passing is not new, what seems to be occurring 

more and more is the cultural acceptability of this passing. Post-racial society views race 

(for some individuals—not all people are able to pass which also illustrates the 

problematic nature of the practice) as an identity marker that can be shed easily. Thus, the 

growth of the “unknown/other” category of actors demonstrates the fluidity with which 

these individuals mask their identities. Mary Beltrán asserts this point in her analysis of 

the high demand for Latinos in Hollywood. “The apparent vogue for mixed Latino stars 

follows the more general popularity in Hollywood and US popular culture since the 

                                                        
4 Erin Hill interview. 
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1990s in advertising and media productions, alongside ethnically inflected and 

‘multicultural’ products and aesthetics.”5 Beltrán quotes Clara E. Rodriguez to explain 

the ethnically ambiguous look that Latinos are imagined to possess: “The ‘look’ 

historically popularized for Latinos and Latinas in Hollywood includes a light tan, café au 

lait complexion that falls between stereotypical norms of white and black skin tones.”6 

Further, Beltrán clarifies her argument with the effect that the ethnically ambiguous actor 

has on the industry and construction of Latinidad:  

Countless lesser-known actors and actresses…are also being cast in minor, 
nonspeaking, and extra roles to help flesh out the multicultural ethos of film and 
television storyworlds set in both present and future settings. As such they are 
possibly portraying Latinos, but American or Asian, or simply light-skinned 
‘ethnic’ types. While it could be argued that this amounts to increased casting 
opportunities for Latino actors and actresses and thus should be interpreted as a 
progressive development, it is important to examine what happens to the 
representation of Latinidad, or Latinness, in the process.7 
 

Beltrán’s analysis speaks to the necessity of this ethnically ambiguous group’s continued 

proliferation in Hollywood. These individuals who can pass for a variety of ethnic and 

racial types (based ultimately on the casting director’s perception of what these people’s 

groups look like generically) become multicultural workhorses who ultimately gain 

employment but do so at the expense of cultural identity.  

 While I agree with Beltrán’s main argument, her position assumes that these 

practices are being done to these actors; her focus primarily describes how discourse 

frames these ethnically ambiguous actors as both mixed race and also a specific race. Yet, 
                                                        
5 Mary Beltrán, “Mixed Race in Latinowood: Latino Stardom and Ethnic Ambiguity in the Era of Dark 
Angels,” Mixed Race Hollywood, Ed. Mary Beltrán and Camilla Fojas, (New York: NYU Press, 2008), 
251. 
6 Ibid. 252. 
7 Ibid. 253. 
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what about actors who make no move to describe “what they are?” As much as persona 

and star image are constructed from press kits and interviews, there has to be an 

accounting for those individuals who choose not to have an origin point in terms of race. 

I argue that more than the fears of explicitly known mixed race Latinos in Hollywood 

displacing Latinidad, the greater concern lies with those actors who for the sake of 

employment choose to have no cultural identity. This practice is also a part of the 

consequences because in many ways it is the epitome of colorblindness and thus is a part 

of my response to the question, “what’s next?” 

 These two examples--a current production’s negotiation of culturally specific 

characterization and the proliferation of ethnically ambiguous actors--are just the 

beginning of my response to that question. The ebb and flow of progress are thus the 

thrust of this final chapter. I want to illustrate that for as often as the prospect exists of 

moving beyond colorblindness just as much pushback occurs to render those moments as 

just that: moments of rupture in an eternity of the status quo. In the coming pages, what I 

hope to express is that, while change is possible within the Hollywood business, it is 

almost always rejected in favor of old hegemonic business models, or what I call 

“Hollywood logic.” That profitability and representing people of color are still seen as 

mutually exclusive goals just proves the most basic points of my project. I will highlight 

a few television programs that I believe tried to counter the status quo, but I want to 

restate that these shows exist in the margins of the industry. Two shows that I will discuss 

as examples of rupture are Homicide: Life on the Street (NBC, 1993-1999) and The Wire 

(HBO, 2002-2008). David Simon produced both shows, and they remain critical if not 



 
 

145 

commercial successes. Todd Fraley frames the racial context that these shows were 

placed into:  

Television has constantly struggled over meanings and representations of race as 
it presents and produces a racial order, but it can no longer be burdened by the 
eternal search for authentic representations or accurate reflections. Minorities 
remain “severely underrepresented on TV programming and when they do appear, 
their level of power and social status is significantly lower than their white 
counterparts.” When TV does venture inside the separate and unfamiliar world of 
black America, viewers are provided the comforting reminders of whiteness and 
an ideology of white supremacy yet denied access to the social competence and 
civic responsibility of black Americans.8   

Put simply, when people of color the focal point of a television narrative, their existence 

is primarily as arbiters of whiteness because that is the only known formula for crossover 

success. The Wire and Homicide certainly subvert this Hollywood logic by utilizing 

claims of authenticity as a means of transgressing genre traditions and allowing for more 

culturally diverse characterization of minorities. Intentionally working against 

Hollywood logic is indeed a formidable task that these showrunners should receive praise 

for; however, ironically, it is their position as credible and prestigious white auteurs that 

make these distinct projects permissible under that same Hollywood logic. As Todd 

Gitlin writes:  

In the heart of the business are a hundred or so writers whose names show up 
again and again in the credits…once they master the standard forms and prove 
themselves reliable for the subdivided tasks of television writing for ‘light’ or 
‘cops’ or ‘family’ [genres] they are in demand. Routinely the networks come to 
them and ask if they would be interested in doing a pilot on such-and-such a 
subject in such-and-such style.9 

                                                        
8 Todd Fraley, “A man’s gotta have a code: Identity, Racial Codes, and HBO’s The Wire,” Darkmatter, 29 
May 2009, 21 June 2010, http://www.darkmatter101.org/site/2009/05/29/a-mans-gotta-have-a-code-
identity-racial-codes-and-hbos-the-wire/. 
 
9 Todd Gitlin, Inside Primetime, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003), 83. 
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Gitlin argues that by the time writers earn the opportunity to become a showrunner, they 

are so indoctrinated in network ideologies that the end product is usually a copy or a 

recombination of something already shown on television thus reinforcing the standard 

network brand. However, and most importantly to this project, there are the Diane 

Englishes and the David E. Kelleys and the David Simons who create television shows 

that transgress the traditional network brand and are simultaneously publicized by the 

network for that very achievement. “Once in a while they are strong enough and 

inventive enough and lucid enough to break through the old norms and to keep control of 

a show against all the network pressures to flatten it.”10 Publicizing these showrunners 

becomes the high priority, thus efficiently branding them as the producers of specific 

styles of quality television.  

 My reason for foregrounding the auteur is that as divergent from the status quo as 

their content and even individual ideological stance may be, they are still beholden to 

Hollywood logic. After all, it is what allowed them to be considered prestige 

showrunners who could create different programming for particular audiences. It is also 

worth reasserting that these prestigious showrunners are primarily white men, point that 

leads to larger questions of agency and power. It is with these points in mind that I will 

continue to foreground industrial discourse that undermines these representational 

interventions and posit that progress is limited to superficial characteristics of diversity.    

“At the End of the Day, You Gotta Sell Soap” 

                                                        
10 Ibid. 
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Before I examine The Wire and Homicide: Life on the Street and their use of 

regional/cultural specificity, I want to put in plain terms the industrial context with which 

these shows were developed. Furthermore, these shows are often put in tension with 

television programming that uses diversity in more traditionally hegemonic fashions. 

During a 2006 Canadian network up-fronts conference, reporter Bill Brioux interviewed a 

number of television showrunners about their ideas about diversity.  

The "diversity issue" came up on the weekend when former Friends executive 
producer David Crane presented another all-white ensemble for his new CBS 
comedy The Class, a show premised around a Grade Three reunion. Wouldn't 
some of those kids from presumably a large American city have been black or 
Asian? Shouldn't Crane, who took years of flack for the fact there was never a 
"black friend" on his old series, have made a better effort to integrate his next 
cast? Crane shrugged off the question, saying that they tried to write a colorblind 
pilot script, but “at the end of the day, these were absolutely the eight actors who 
were absolutely right for these parts.” He suggested that viewers will meet other 
classmates later in the season and he hopes to cast black, Asian or Hispanic actors 
in those roles.11 

Recalling my point in chapter three about the power of Crane and Friends at NBC, it is 

not a surprise that although he considered colorblind casting (which simply meant in his 

case actually considering actors of color in parts that were always meant for white 

actors), he wanted his beautiful, all-white cast. Moreover, in all likelihood the network 

did not press him to make those changes either. For Crane, diversity came when he 

thought of casting the supporting and extra roles. I am beginning this section with this 

anecdote because I believe it aptly demonstrates the nexus of power in which television 

representation exists. Representations are not the sole responsibility of casting directors 

                                                        
11 Bill Brioux, “Lack of Black; Networks chastised over the number of black faces missing from new 
shows,” The Toronto Sun, 26 July 2006, 86. 
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or writers but also the showrunners and the network executives. Thus, these individuals 

and their own subjective definitions of what terms like “colorblind casting” or “diversity” 

means largely determines who goes in front of the camera.  

A second example stems from the same conference. Brioux continues: 

The question came up again Monday at a CW session featuring Everybody Hates 
Chris executive producers Chris Rock and Ali Leroi and All Of Us executive 
producer Jada Pinkett Smith. Rock tried to joke his way through the question. Ask 
the white people in charge at the networks, he suggested. Asking him is like 
asking the bat boy, “How come the Yankees can't get a better pitcher?” One black 
journalist in the room wanted a serious response. Leroi gave it to him. He 
suggested that shows that integrate their casts, like Grey's Anatomy and Lost, were 
the model. “J.J. Abrams has done a fantastic job of involving ethnic people in his 
shows,” he said. “You don't need a Black drama. You just need a drama that's 
realistic and involves people in the world.” “Hey, when you're black,” added 
Rock, “everything's dramatic.”12 

I agree with Leroi that creating a “black drama” is an unrealistic solution, but I also have 

to wonder if his disbelief that a black drama is unable to be “realistic and involve people 

in the world” demonstrates his also heavily hegemonic idea about what a “black show” 

is. Moreover, Rock’s comments are also telling. He acknowledges the power structure 

when he describes himself (a multimillionaire comedian with a pulse on popular culture) 

as a “bat boy.” But when the issue is pushed and Leroi points to Grey’s Anatomy as an 

example of progressive integration, it merely reinforces the point that diversity is now 

just thought of as an opportunity to put a group of different racialized types on screen. 

 Brioux’s summary of the conference continues: 

The journalist persisted. Why is there only one new network drama starring an 
African-American actor (ABC's Day Break, starring Taye Diggs)? It's just 
business, said Leroi. "Hey, if you don't like dealing with network executives, then 

                                                        
12 Ibid.  
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write a book. Nobody has the right to be in show business. Nobody has the right 
to be on a TV show." Sure, we'd all like to see more representation on television, 
Leroi continued, "but at the end of the day, dude, you got to sell some soap. And 
if you are not selling soap, they got no interest in you. So black drama, smack 
drama. Man, I don't care. It's about making a good show for the audience that's 
buying the product. Find your audience and sell them what you can sell them."13 

Leroi’s use of soap as a metaphor for the commercial nature of television is not 

innovative, controversial, or original- - as much as his “black drama, smack drama” 

would suggest otherwise.  Further I would not suggest that his assumption is wholly false 

either; television as product is a notion that has been discussed at length in a scholarly 

context. Thus, that Leroi makes the apt comparison between it and soap makes sense.14 

What I want to draw attention to in the quote is Leroi’s indifference to his social 

responsibilities as a showrunner. Similar to Crane, he fashions his work as that which can 

speak across audiences. In fact, in a separate interview, writer Vinay Menon discusses 

Everybody Hates Chris’s transnational success: “Everybody Hates Chris is broadcast in 

dozens of countries. And LeRoi has talked to fans in Germany, Finland, Sweden and 

elsewhere who say they relate to the show. The reason is simple: LeRoi and Chris Rock 

set out to create a show about class, not race; about family, not ethnicity. ‘You have to 

sell the program like it's a bigger program,’ he explains.”15  

While I do not dispute Leroi’s self-fashioning of himself as trying to create a program 

with a universal appeal or his insistence that Everybody Hates Chris is primarily focused 

on class, one cannot miss that the majority of the cast is African-American so almost 
                                                        
13 Ibid 87. 
14 I am sure that Leroi is not aware of the long history of selling and the many problematic notions of 
civilization versus savagery that emerged in this product’s advertising.  
15 Vinay Menon, “Colour Commentary,” The Toronto Star, 14 June 2006, D01.  
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certainly an intersection of race and class is at work. Yet, what is key to recognize about 

Leroi’s observation is that industrially, identity politics are often only useful in the most 

cosmetic and superficial ways.  

Finally, Leroi’s self-fashioning demonstrates his participation in maintaining the 

invisibility of whiteness and its privileges through the displacement of black identities.  

At the diversity session, LeRoi makes the point another way, wondering aloud if 
anybody could possibly know that Shonda Rhimes, creator of Grey's Anatomy, is 
black by simply watching an episode. ‘Was everybody who watched Archie Bunker a 
bigot? No. Was everybody who watched Will & Grace gay? No. Is it a good show? 
Yes. That's all. It's not about being the people on the program; it's about being able to 
understand the people on the program,’ LeRoi observed.”16  

Toward an imperative of universality not only in relation to race but also sexuality, 

Leroi’s claims that a successful program requires relatability and familiarity more than 

specificity are, again, unoriginal. Leroi’s claims are useful because his assumption is that 

the types he mentioned --be they gay or black--must be relatable to a mainstream (read: 

white) audience rather than vice versa. 

What about the part of the audience who is gay or of color watching a 

predominately white, straight television program? According to Leroi’s logic, white 

heterosexuals are always already identifiable and relatable—those folks in the margins do 

not need to do any more work to understand these characters. Moreover, Leroi’s response 

begs the question, why is it acceptable not to be able to recognize the race of the 

showrunner from the program’s content? Proponents of colorblindness would suggest 

that it does not matter; however, in an industry where Rhimes is one of a handful of 

minority showrunners, it should be a notable distinction.  Further, his invocation of 
                                                        
16Ibid D01. 
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Grey’s is provocative and confirms Rhimes’s own self-fashioning about seeking the lack 

of a perceptible racial identity in her show. In service to the Hollywood logic, she allows 

her racial identity to recede. To problematize Leroi’s quote, why would it be wrong for 

Rhimes to inscribe her cultural specificity into Grey’s? Why is it better that audiences not 

be able to read her as a black woman? The answer lies in a quote from Crash (2005) 

writer/director Paul Haggis: "Multiculturalism is a wonderful thing, to celebrate how 

we're different. But at the same time, I think it's very important to celebrate how we're the 

same. And that sometimes gets lost."17 Put simply, while there may be a space for 

multiculturalism in television and film, the primary objective is to appeal to the broadest 

possible audience by appealing to ideologies of supposed universality—something 

Rhimes most certainly does by disavowing explicit racialized moments. 

“We have more working black actors in key roles than pretty much all the other 

shows on the air:” Homicide: Life on the Street and The Wire as Color-Conscious 

Alternatives 

 If Leroi in many ways speaks the logic of a majority of television showrunners 

and network executives, are any individuals actively fighting against these hegemonic 

practices? The answer is, occasionally, yes. But the ways that these individuals and their 

programming appear on television are by and large circuitous.  These 

showrunners/producers emerge from outside of Hollywood industry and are allowed to 

create a different kind of television product based on their credibility and experience in 

another medium. Furthermore, these programs have more potential to resist those 

                                                        
17 Menon D01. 
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colorblind imperatives if they are not on network television—although in the case of 

Homicide, it did air on NBC. Nevertheless, these types of programs tend not to air on the 

networks since they pose such large risks for attracting and entertaining the mass 

audience. Thus, cable has been long recognized as the destination for less conventional or 

less mainstream programming.  

Two recent examples are NBC’s Homicide: Life on the Street and HBO’s The 

Wire.  Former news reporter David Simon developed and produced both of these 

projects.18 Barry Levinson, Tom Fontana, and Paul Attanasio are credited as the 

executive producers of Homicide; however, in addition to the show being an adaptation 

of his co-authored book with Ed Burns, Simon served as a writer/producer of the series, 

Simon is also the creator/showrunner of The Wire. Simon does not consider himself a 

formal television screenwriter or even acknowledge that he knows how to write a 

screenplay. He considers his programs more like a novel. This altering of the level of 

literacy and expectation of what a television program looks like makes Simon a credible 

and very recognized television auteur.  

With this auteur status, certain permissions are granted and one that resonated 

with Simon in particular was that of authenticity and realism. During his tenure at the 

Baltimore Sun, Simon’s beat was inner city Baltimore--a densely populated African-

American space. As a result, in both shows, Simon set the narratives in Baltimore; thus 

on-location shooting became a part of the production process. In addition, rather than 

                                                        
18 Simon, according to Jim Shelley, initially wrote a few episodes during the first five seasons. He formally 
became a producer in the last two seasons of Homicide. 
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adopt the traditional casting strategies19 or the traditional modes of narration, Homicide 

and The Wire adopt a more documentary aesthetic and encourage actors to use regional 

accents. The desire to portray a realistic police department also motivated the realistic 

aesthetic. Journalist Jim Shelley recounts an interview with the executive producers and 

the actors about the move to realism:  

Both Simon and Fontana set out to debunk the myths TV had created about police 
work, starting with the premise that cops get along. Homicide's detectives 
squabble with their partners like married couples. "You never say 'please' and 
'thank you'," complains [actor] Tim Bayliss. "PLEASE don't be an idiot. Thank 
you," seethes Frank Pembleton. The greatest lie in dramatic TV," Simon has said, 
"is the cop who stands over a body and pulls up the sheet and mutters 'damn' … 
To a real homicide detective, it's just a day's work."20 
 

Shelley continues the interview discussing Homicide’s visual aesthetic and the network’s 

dislike (but not censoring) of the vérité style: 

Barry Levinson established the show's groundbreaking visual style (aped by 
NYPD Blue) from episode one, draining it of color and shooting entirely on hand-
held cameras that swooped in and out of the actors' faces, jabbing at them like a 
boxer. And, amazingly, the killing of schoolgirl Adena Watson was left unsolved. 
"That would never happen now. We live in the world of procedural crime dramas 
now," Fontana laments, referring to CSI – which he openly disdains. The network 
didn't like it, but Fontana says: "Homicide had less censorship problems than St. 
Elsewhere. We did an episode on testicular cancer where the network freaked out 
because the word 'testicle' had never been said on television before. Ever. They 
became irritated by Homicide. They hated the camerawork. We were in danger of 
being cancelled every year."21 
 
This desire for authenticity also extends to the cast; Simon’s shows employ a 

great number of black and Latino actors. Yet, these shows are never labeled “black 

shows.” According to Thomas A. Mascaro, Homicide “was not a ‘black’ show when it 

                                                        
19 I would also suggest that Homicide owes much of its diverse cast to previous successful NBC 
procedurals such as Hill Street Blues and St. Elsewhere.  
20 Jim Shelley, “Is Homicide: Life on the Street better than The Wire,” The Guardian, 27 March 2010, 21 
June 2010, http://www.guardian.co.uk/tv-and-radio/2010/mar/27/homicide-life-street-david-simon. 
21 Ibid.  
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premiered on NBC in January 1993; neither was it a ‘white’ show. By shading the color 

line that divides American television and effectively blending creativity and commerce, 

this crime-drama series claimed a tenuous place in Friday's prime time for seven seasons 

until its cancellation in May 1999.” 22 Mascaro clarifies how the series functioned with 

regard to race relations: “To many scholars of African American studies, Homicide was 

disappointing because it did not force viewers to engage the show strictly in terms of 

African American culture, nor was it managed or originated chiefly by blacks.”23 For 

Mascaro the series’s brilliance emerged as a result of its constant negotiation of race and 

acknowledgment of an infinite number of interpretations of blackness. He contrasts three 

of the major black cast members as a means of demarcating the array of black 

representation on the program. “This delicate marriage of creativity and commerce 

enabled the producers to claim an hour of prime time to showcase the many shades of 

blackness that are the African American man.”24  

Mascaro’s project aims to illustrate how Homicide enabled its black male 

characters to play more dimensional characters. Mascaro’s arguments are good, but what 

he ends up illustrating is the positive representations of the characters as opposed to the 

stereotypical parts they could be portraying. “In the context of African American studies 

of portrayals of race on television, Homicide is an important show with mostly positive 

contributions to equality of representation of American culture.”25  

                                                        
22 Thomas Mascaro, “Shades of Black in Homicide: Life on the Street: Progress in Portrayals of African 
American Men,” Journal of Popular Film and Television, Volume 32: 1, 10. 
23 Ibid 10. 
24 Ibid 17. 
25 Thomas Mascaro, “Shades of Black in Homicide: Life on the Street: Advances and Retreats in Portrayals 
of African American Women,” Journal of Popular Film and Television, Summer 2005,Volume 33:2, 66.  
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My project is not concerned with positive or negative representation; rather, I am 

interested in addressing whether these characters were allowed to be culturally specific 

and negotiate the terrain of being, for example, a black police officer in Baltimore. To 

consider this for Homicide, it is necessary to sketch out the key minority leads within the 

series. Most notably is Detective Frank Pembleton (Andre Braugher). Mascaro references 

an interview Braugher gave in response to the lack of complex roles for African-

Americans. Quoting Bruahger, Mascaro writes, “I would love to see complex images of 

real African American domestic life, I would like to see the ‘middle’ of all images: We’re 

either shown at the best of what we do or the worst at what we do…I’d like to see the 

breadth and depth of characteristics.”26 Pembleton is a wonderful approximation of this 

“middle,” complex black man. A skilled interrogator, Pemberton is also stubborn, 

occasionally indignant, and a Jesuit. Mascaro characterizes his backstory: “This Jesuit 

motif is a recurring device. Pembleton is a fallen Catholic who studied with Jesuits and 

nuns at Catholic school. Although his confidence often offends detectives, his superior 

training gives him leverage over murder suspects—not because he is street savvy but 

because he is intelligent.”27 Pembleton is aware of his position as a black man without the 

larger institution of the police—and is allowed to make mention of that.  

Not only is Pembleton an important character of color within Homicide, but 

Meldrick Lewis (Clark Peters), Al Giardello (Yaphet Kotto), and Paul Fasone (Jon Seda) 

filled out the cast of lead detectives. Giardello’s position as commander is loaded with 

moments where his cultural difference is foregrounded. One of the many contradictions 

                                                        
26 Mascaro 12.  
27 Mascaro, “Progress in Portrayals of African American Men,” 16.  
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that the writers (and the actor) do not shy away from is the disconnect between his name 

and his look. In an episode titled, “Nothing Personal,”28 he joins Capt. Megan Russert 

(Isabella Hoffman), a white female colleague for lunch. Russert, playing matchmaker, 

arranges for Giardello to meet her black friend, Amanda (Pamela Isaacs). During their 

lunch date, he explains to Amanda that he loves to make Italian food because he is a first-

generation Italian-American. His ethnicity surprises her and she asks him, “northern or 

southern Italian?” Giardello responds that “both his parents are from the South: his father 

is Sicilian and his mother from Louisiana.” Why this ancestry is surprising to Amanda is 

because Giardello’s (and Kotto’s) physical features are so drastically different from the 

preconceived notion of an Italian man. Instead of a light complexion, Giardello is a dark-

skinned and burly black man; in other words, he is the farthest idea from “Italian type” 

one can go.  

This dissonance further shapes the storyline within the episode once Russert tells 

Giardello that Amanda was not interested in a second date. Russert attempts to comfort 

him by simply suggesting that there was no chemistry. Giardello replies, “Maybe it’s not 

chemistry; maybe it’s biology. Maybe I’m too black.” Confused, Russert guffaws and 

asks what he means. “Oh come on, you’re not serious.” “Yes, I am. Women like Amanda 

never go for a guy like me.” Russert again asks him to explain. “Men whose skin is a 

little darker. Whose lips are a little fatter. This is not a new thing, Megan. Black women 

like Amanda feel like a man like me will bring them down. That we’re no good.  That 

we’re unclean.” Russert asserts that Amanda is upstanding and a long-time advocate of 

equal rights. Giardello: “I can’t tell you how many times this has happened to me. I once 
                                                        
28  “Nothing Personal,” Season 3:  Episode 18, Airdate: 21 April 1995. 
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had a black woman tell me, ‘I could never love you because your nose is too wide.’” 

Russert replies that by assuming Amanda’s feelings about him are based in intraracist 

prejudice, he is treating her as unfairly as he has been treated. Giardello: “I don’t expect 

you to understand.” Giardello returns to the office in a fit of rage, and it is Det. Bordello 

(Ned Beatty) who quietly sits in his office and allows Giardello to work through his 

rejection. Mascaro describes this scene as presenting an “on-screen model of racial 

sensitivity that is actionable by viewers.”29  While there is reason for questioning what 

were Amanda’s actual feelings about why she was not attracted to Giardello,30 I highlight 

this storyline because Homicide does attempt to grapple with colorism as a systemic issue 

within the black community and to represent the lack of comprehension but attempt to 

empathize by the white characters.  

A second example of how these characters are allowed to reflect on their 

racialized selves, is in the episode “Sins of the Father.”31 Detectives Fasone and Lewis 

are investigating the hanging of Martin Ridenour (uncredited actor) in an inner city 

neighborhood. The duo visit the home of the deceased and discover all his Confederate 

memorabilia. When Lewis asks the victim’s widow if her husband was affiliated with any 

organizations related to the Confederacy, she responds, “I’m sorry if all the history 

bothers you but that’s all it is…history.” After their visit, Fasone and Lewis debate 

whether the victim’s memorabilia was solely for family history or had a more 

contemporaneous and diabolical intent. It appears as if Fasone, who is Italian (but 

                                                        
29 Mascaro “Progress in Portrayals of African American Men.” 16. 
30 I think the writers could have done a more thorough job by allowing Amanda the opportunity to voice 
her reasons for not being interested in Giardello. Nevertheless, the goal of the storyline was for Giardello to 
acknowledge and address the pain of this rejection and how it plays into larger issues of isolation.  
31 “Sins of the Father.” Season 6 Episode 10. Airdate: January 9, 1998. 
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portrayed by a Latino actor), does not grasp why Lewis, who is African American, is 

disconcerted by the collection. In addition, through a series of imagined fantasized 

scenes, the audience sees that Ridenour was whipped and lynched—an imagined revision 

of history. Where the procedural goes from there is to take the detectives on a tour of the 

Underground Railroad locations in Baltimore as a means of solving the case. Again, 

through fantasized scenes--this time of runaway slaves hiding in the woods--Fasone and 

Lewis learn, for example, that a former slave built the very real Archer Street Church in 

Baltimore as a monument to a slave ship. The partners also learn about Maryland’s 

divided feelings about slavery. All this information is not just for the detectives but also 

for the audience.  

Not only are the historical sequences innovative but so is the use of real people 

cast within the show. The parents of the suspect are clearly not professional actors but 

rather function as signs of Baltimore authenticity. Fasone and Lewis discover that their 

suspect, African American Dennis Rigby (Laurence Mason), has posters of African 

American revolutionary leaders such as Huey Newton, Malcolm X, Frederick Douglass, 

and Sojourner Truth on his wall, leading them to uncover a potential motive. A parallel 

between the Rigby’s memorabilia and Ridenour’s memorabilia becomes visible as does a 

connection with Ridenour’s last name. In a scene with Pembleton and Lewis in 

Giardello’s office, Pembleton and Giardello try to persuade Lewis to refrain from looking 

for clues in history—ultimately suggesting that race is not a factor. This is until 

Pembleton recognizes the victim’s last name from a nursery rhyme his grandmother told 

him that was saturated with references to slavery. To the score of Nina Simone’s 

“Sinnerman,” a montage commences illustrating Lewis and Fasone uncovering evidence 
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to prove the suspect is guilty. In addition, constant references to slavery and the 

Underground Railroad are depicted as the police uncover secret doorways and rooms that 

hid runaway slaves.  

In the end, Rigby confesses to Ridenour’s murder and describes how the victim’s 

great-grandmother tortured his great-grandfather leading him to hang himself. “Does 

killing the victim atone for you? Does that atone for me?” asks Lewis. “The debt is 

settled,” says the murderer. In the episode’s coda, Fasone and Lewis sit in a bar and 

debrief on their case. Transcribing the dialogue here becomes important because their 

conversation is key to understanding how central race is to the episode --and the 

characters at large. 

Fasone: I can’t get past it….a murderer with a motive over a century old. How 
twisted is that? And how screwed up is this country with all that racial stuff.” 
Lewis: “You kidding me? People can’t even apologize for slavery. You cough on 
somebody in a crowded elevator and you have the good sense to apologize. We 
had slavery in this country for 400 years and can’t nobody think of nothing to say. 
Black or white. As long as we got a memory of it, we ain’t never gon’ get past it.” 
Fasone: “What do you want me to say? I’m sorry?” 
Lewis: “Know what? I wasn’t thinking about you.”  
Fasone: “Cause I have never gone against anyone because of color. That’s what 
I’m saying.” 
Lewis: “You don’t get it.” 
Fasone: “I’m not disagreeing with you. But personally I have never owned slaves. 
And I’ve never messed with anyone. I’ve been a standup guy.” 
Lewis: “You don’t understand.”  
Fasone: “What I’m saying is, I’ll get the next round.”  
Lewis: “Just leave it the hell alone, Fasone.32 

The next moment is a flash of light leading to another fantasy sequence of the victim’s 

great-great grandmother whipping the murderer’s ancestor. But that is quickly intercut 

with Fasone chained and receiving the whippings delivered by an unknown man. This 

                                                        
32 “Sins of the Father.” 
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scene is so powerful because the ideas of race and slavery and history are constantly in 

play. The Homicide writers are smart because they leave no easy solution; both the 

murderer and the victim are reaping the consequences of a history that was never fully 

dealt with but fetishized with different political intentions. Furthermore, Fasone’s 

responses about being a standup guy do overlap with notions of colorblindness and the 

neutralization of racial difference while Lewis attempts to explain how difficult and 

painful the ramifications of slavery are on the African American. Once he realizes how 

Fasone cannot (or is not fully able to) empathize with him, he gives up and tells his 

partner to let the issue rest. Yet, it is very clear from the last seconds of the episode how 

far Lewis is from the issue resting in his own head.  

 I went through this episode in particular because it so clearly illustrates the 

potential for representing cultural specificity and, to a larger degree, the pain of race in 

American society. There are no easy answers and the series does not offer them; instead it 

offers the beginnings of a conversation about the power of history. Being a black man 

and being able to acknowledge what that means as best Lewis can articulate is so central 

to the process of acknowledging racial difference and beginning to think about racial 

parity.  

Simon’s later project, The Wire, has many similarities to Homicide, namely in 

terms of its location and its use of people of color in lead and supporting characters. Lisa 

Kelly gives specific characteristics of The Wire’s context as well as its platform, HBO:  

What makes The Wire even more distinctive, however, is the fact that it features a 
cast that is around sixty-five percent black. Although there is a growing number 
of television platforms for so-called “black programming” in the US, HBO’s most 
successful shows have traditionally been examples of white ‘quality’ 
programming. This overwhelmingly white roster of programming can be 
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attributed to the fact that despite being broadcast on a pay-cable channel that 
relies more on enticing viewers to renew their monthly subscription than actual 
program ratings, a predominantly black cast still limits the audience available to a 
show, something that David Simon, creator of The Wire, regretfully admits to.33 

Despite the characteristics that make this series different from other programs on HBO, 

the advantages of being on this cable channel helped shape The Wire into critical acclaim. 

Kelly argues that The Wire’s success came as a result of its persistent effort to be realistic 

and authentic vis a vis its casting. Kelly posits, “If the aim of Simon and his creative team 

is to create a portrait of the city of Baltimore focusing on those residents who usually 

remain invisible (both in public life and on television), then the appearance of real-life 

locals who have experienced many of the problems and issues dealt with in the narrative 

only lends this credibility.” Kelly continues:  

I would suggest that Simon’s approach could therefore be described as “casting 
with a conscience” (at least with regards to supporting characters), as the 
production team makes a concerted effort, where possible, to involve the local 
community and utilize residents of the neighborhoods in which the series is 
filmed. Simon acknowledges that offering speaking parts to locals is particularly 
problematic because it is at odds with the acting union SAG, which aims to secure 
work for its membership. However, The Wire would be a very different program 
if the supporting cast was filled with jobbing actors rather than Baltimore 
residents with first-hand experience of the drug crisis within the city. It is 
important to note that it is not only parts for black drug dealers and users that are 
offered to locals. For example, in addition to the aforementioned Melvin 
Williams, a notorious drug dealer who was arrested by Ed Burns [Simon’s writing 
partner and a former detective] as part of a wiretap case in 1984, The Wire’s 
supporting cast also features a number of ex-homicide detectives and a former 
Baltimore police commissioner, governor, and mayor, as well as journalists and 
columnists who once worked for the Baltimore Sun. That such a diverse range of 
people can successfully be incorporated into the world of The Wire is testament to 
the backgrounds of the creative team and the relationships established during the 
extensive research carried out for the program.34 

                                                        
33 Lisa W. Kelly, “Casting The Wire: Complicating Notions of Performance, Authenticity, and 
‘Otherness’,” Dark Matter, 29 May 2009, 21 June 2010, 
http://www.darkmatter101.org/site/2009/05/29/casting-the-wire-complicating-notions-of-performance-
authenticity-and-otherness/. 
34 Ibid. 
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It is the commitment to authenticity and credibility that serves as the catalyst to Simon 

and Burns’s color-consciousness. Todd Fraley argues that The Wire serves to remind 

audiences that the ills of the society do not rest with the individual but as institutional and 

systemic issues.  

Media tend to focus on individual problems that render complex social and 
political issues invisible, erase power inequalities, and deny survival strategies 
and distinctive lifeways resulting from experiences. Nonetheless, societies do 
examine themselves through art and TV presents a site for discussion as it raises 
questions regarding society’s deepest dilemmas. In response, The Wire contests 
racial normatives and refuses to manufacture simple solutions to complicated 
policy issues within the time frame of a single episode or season. Instead, it 
presented complex individuals struggling with the inherent tensions of good and 
bad and rejecting simple racial categorizations. Rather than the “easy triumph of 
justice,” it offers a mix of urban sociology, [and] fiercely argued 
politics…through an examination of the pressures and policies that govern 
everyone’s lives…from dispossessed to those doing the dispossessing…outcasts 
to the corporations and institutions indifferent to those cast out by economic 
realities.35 

Fraley continues describing The Wire’s achievements with regard to grappling with race 

in more nuanced manner.  

With a “large and largely African American cast,” The Wire continued in the vein 
of previous programming that “broke a mold of racial uniformity.” For five 
seasons The Wire used gripping portrayals of complex social issues to interrogate 
the daily interactions of disconnected communities in a society wrestling with 
racial identity. The focus of each season shifted from drugs to corruption in city 
government to a failing public education system, but an underlying theme 
concerned with notions of the racial self remained evident. Combining complex 
characters with a serial storyline, The Wire challenged assumptions about who 
and what we are while commenting on fundamental social and political issues The 
Wire offers a blend of the contested meanings of race, and recognizes that racial 
experience is not singular. Black is no longer code for a violence, poverty, crime, 
deviance, and drug abuse. While such representations are present in TV and 
reality, The Wire’s appreciation for the influence of social context on identity 
helps to ‘unhinge black and white from previous definitions that rely on racial 
codes.’36 

                                                        
35 Todd Fraley. “A man’s gotta have a code.”  
36 Ibid.  
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Finally Kelly acknowledges that although these people of color have been able to 

be employed within this series, it may still be difficult for them to “crossover” into the 

mainstream. Describing the character of Snoop (Felicia “Snoop” Pearsons), Kelly 

contends, “In mainstream roles, particularly within white programming, Pearson would 

be required to conform to more rigid characterizations, and perhaps lose some of the 

richness of her performance (or her ‘otherness’) in the process.”37 This is important 

because when contrasted with programs like Grey’s Anatomy, where the characters are 

written “normatively” and then cast, the actors have to subsume much of their cultural 

specificity in service of playing their roles. Snoop’s role requires her to bring her 

experiences to the part and ultimately makes her performance much more layered. While 

according to the parameters of colorblind casting, race is considered obvious and thus any 

articulation of it becomes superfluous, the cast and characters of The Wire realize that 

race shapes the experiences of each person as well as their positions institutionally and 

socially.   

Shows like HBO’s The Wire may hire local actors who match the portrayals of 

inner city Baltimore. While it is not a perfect show by any means, there seems to be more 

of an intentional use of hiring blacks and giving to them multi-dimensionality as well as 

content with which to work. Clearly, Simon is reaping the results of such a desire as he is 

continuously snubbed at the television award ceremonies. He writes: “Let me indict 

Hollywood as much as I can on this one,” Simon said. “We have more working black 

actors in key roles than pretty much all the other shows on the air. And yet you still hear 
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people claim they can't find good African-American actors. That's why race-neutral 

shows and movies turn out lily-white.”38 Take for example the role of junkie snitch 

Bubbles played by Andre Royo. In a Newsweek interview Royo describes his initial 

reluctance and eventual love for his role:  

“When my manager first got the call about this part, I didn't want to go in for it,” 
Royo says. "A junkie snitch named Bubbles? I was upset, actually. I was, like, 
‘Are white people still doing that?’ But to come from that moment, where I was in 
my life then, to this moment five years later—it's very emotional. This was my 
biggest break. Bubbles will stay in my heart forever.”39 

Restating Fraley, the added complexity of the characters allowed the social stigmas 

and stereotypes of racialized types to be unhinged. Thus, Royo’s Bubbles was more 

than just a junkie; in fact, he became one of the most sympathetic and nuanced 

characters over the first five years of the series. In addition, Stringer Bell (Idris Elba) 

is not just a typical drug dealer. Fraley posits:  

The characters and issues found in The Wire apply Hill Street Blues’ use of 
‘multilayered realms of law and lawlessness…[that] demonstrate how we are all 
subject to similar kinds of institutional pressures and tensions…’ Whether 
comparing Stringer Bell (Ranking number two in one of Baltimore’s most 
successful drug operations, Bell is a product of the projects he now operates in. A 
master of organization with a penchant for economic theory, Bell came close to 
turning the corner and establishing himself as a legitimate real estate developer. 
His efforts to reform the violence and gangsterism of the drug trade backfired, 
resulting in his death), The Wire blurred lines attempting to connect one’s code to 
a racially marked character.40 

To Simon’s credit, both The Wire and Homicide: Life on the Street transcended the 

conventions of the procedural by insisting on a realist aesthetic. This aesthetic not 

only accounted for the look and tone of each series but also the investment in casting 

                                                        
38 Devon Gordon, “Good Mourning, Baltimore,” Newsweek, 5 January 2008, 21 June 2010, 
www.newsweek.com/2008/01/05/good-mourning-baltimore.html. 
39Gordon. “Good Mourning, Baltimore.”   
40 Fraley, “A man’s gotta have codes.”  
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actors whose experiences both racially and culturally enrich the characterizations. 

Moreover, to paraphrase Fraley, the themes of each series, namely “laws and 

lawlessness” and how we grapple with the institutional pressures and tensions these 

themes bring forth becomes the relatable connection for audiences and not the 

prototypical normatively white characterizations written for all characters regardless 

of race. Put simply, these series developed identification between the characters and 

the audience but not at the expense of cultural specificity. Thus, Giardello can tell 

Russert that she cannot understand the pains of colorism, Lewis can outwardly 

struggle between the law and the questionable ethics of a murderer avenging a history 

mired in white supremacy, and Stringer Bell can be a drug dealer who utilizes 

economic theory and parliamentary procedure. Unlike Rhimes’s fears in chapter four, 

race is not a weight that hampers creativity; rather, in these series, it functions as a 

necessary starting point in understanding that institutions cannot operate without 

having people to oppress.  

 Finally, these series circumvent the Hollywood logic of forcing actors to assume 

diluted characterizations that would not frighten white audiences. Again, part of the 

circumvention occurred because Simon is not a direct participant in Hollywood. He 

was not a trained screenwriter but a newspaper reporter; thus, the way he approached 

both projects was from an outsider perspective. That said, it is important to recognize 

Simon’s position as a white showrunner; Hollywood logic ironically works in his 

favor because that kind of “outsider” prestige imbues him with credibility networks 

will support. As a white man, he can build shows like The Wire, because there still 
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may be a belief that at the end of the day, he will serve the white audience—albeit, a 

different demographic of audience.  

So, is there hope? 

  Reports of the 2011 fall season pilots and much of the discourse surrounding them 

discuss how more minority leads are in primetime drama than have been in quite a 

while.41 An Asian woman is the protagonist in the CW’s La Femme Nikita reboot, a 

Latina runs an international drug cartel, and a black married couple lead double lives as 

spies.  What is significant is at least two of the four of these roles were blindcasted. What 

is more important is that in the case of Nikita, according to reports, the reboot gave the 

creator Craig Silverstein an opportunity to break the stereotype, and he wrote the lead as 

"beautiful and exotic” clearly demonstrating he returned his protagonist to a racialized 

trope.42  

Los Angeles Times writer Greg Braxton quotes television scholar Kristal Brent 

Zook when trying to determine what needs to change for a color-conscious Hollywood: 

"It all comes down to what goes on in the writing room," Zook said. "It's a reflection on 

their imagination, or lack thereof. It's going to remain this way until you bring in people 

with wider experience."43 Is that happening? The short answer is not really. In a story 

                                                        
41 Nellie Andreeva, “TV drama pilots getting more racially diverse,” Reuters, 17 February 2010, 21 
June2010, www.reuters.com/article/idUSTRE61G1BY20100217. 
42 Nellie Andreeva, “Maggie Q to star as CW’s Nikita,” The Hollywood Reporter, 18 February 2010, 21 
June 2010, 
http://www.hollywoodreporter.com/hr/content_display/television/news/e3i6baa5818ddcc27e1acfa493b7b1
5a9fd. 
43 Greg Braxton, “The Greater Reality of Minorities on TV,” Los Angeles Times, 17 February 2009, P3. 
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from February 2010, it actually seems that colorblind casting is becoming more the 

default and celebrated as a sign of progress.  

Halfway through the castings of broadcast drama pilots this season, the top-billed 
actors on four pilots are non-Caucasian. What's more, the four projects are among 
the highest-profile drama pilots this year. The spy couple at the center of J.J. 
Abrams' Undercovers for NBC is played by Gugu Mbatha-Raw and Boris 
Kodjoe; Forest Whitaker is the lead on CBS' Criminal Minds spinoff; Laz Alonso 
tops the Fox action-drama Breakout Kings; and Freddy Rodriguez headlines CBS' 
CIA drama Chaos. Last year's crop of broadcast pilots included only one fronted 
by a minority actor, the LL Cool J starrer NCIS: Los Angeles. The season before 
that, there were no pilots led by minorities. "Diversity is top of mind for us every 
pilot season," CBS head of casting Peter Golden said. "It's still very early in the 
development process, but we're excited about diverse roles we have on the page 
and the performers cast for the screen."44 

From this story, I foreground these news stories to demonstrate how the same practices 

mentioned throughout this dissertation are consistently being deployed in the service of 

so-called progress. While the increase in minority leads is certainly a vast improvement 

from seasons past, I cannot stress enough how much what is being ordered for networks 

involves mere skin representation. And, of course, the matter of blindcasting is still hailed 

as the best equal opportunity innovation within the casting world. Take for example the 

new show on NBC from showrunner J.J. Abrams, Undercovers. “Not all lead minority 

castings this season were planned. Although Kodjoe and Mbatha-Raw--like President 

Obama--are biracial, casting on the Undercovers leads was done color-blind, with 

producers looking for the actors who best fit the characters and had the best chemistry.”45 

Blindcasting is used because audiences have been so well socialized into this paradigm of 

universality.  
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After the press announced the two leads, the immediate feedback from savvy 

audience members quickly materialized in the comments section of a number of trade 

papers. These comments mostly spoke in favor or against the casting of two African-

American leads. Ultimately, the question of Hollywood’s logic regarding racial diversity 

became articulated. As an example, one debate of particular interest occurs between a 

commenter named Ryan and a host of respondents on an Entertainment Weekly talkback 

section: 

Ryan: I’m disappointed. I was hoping they’d balance out the cast with a more 
recognizable white actress that people are familiar with. Also, while its great that 
there is a black couple on TV who are spies they are getting bossed around by 
Southerner type Gerald McRaney on the program. People will love that. I think 
they should have shown an interracial couple and made no mention of the fact 
they are interracial. 

Kay: I’m sort of confused why you believe their should have been a more 
recognizable white actress. And if there had been, it would be amazingly 
unrealistic for an interracial couple to not bring up race. We’re not Stephen 
Colbert… no one is color blind. 

Ryan: What I’m talking about is having an actress who could be more 
recognizable to an American and worldwide audience. Ideas in my mind were 
Jaime Ray Newman, Sarah Wayne Callies, Lena Headey, or even Keri Russell. A 
lot of Americans, while not necessarily racist, will look at this and think ‘It’s a 
black couple, why isn’t on the CW?’. Also I think an interracial couple sends a 
good positive message to have in this type of show. I’m not saying you wouldn’t 
notice that one is white and one is black, but you don’t address it head on because 
it is unimportant. You could have missions where one of them is the only person 
who can blend in with a certain group because of their ethnicity but never say 
‘Hey look, I’m black, she’s white and we’re married!’ Now we have a show about 
a black couple getting bossed around by a cranky white guy. I’m not for that. 

Ana: I’m not sure how that would have balanced out the cast. It’s not as if there 
are tons of black actresses being cast opposite white men in order to create 
“balance.” We’re still at a point where women of color are all but ignored on 
television. I can think of four on network tv right now and all of them are 
overweight and/or treated asexually. 
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Ivar12: Ryan, I agree with you. Most people that see a black cast generally 
assume it is all about black people and it’s not the same for the reverse. I could be 
wrong but I don’t think a lot of white people are watching shows like Brothers, 
Girlfriends (both canceled) and the Tyler Perry shows. So it is a huge risk for 
Abrams. Having a white wife or another race would offset that mindset. That 
being said, most people will watch a show if its good no matter the leads and they 
haven’t rounded out the cast yet either but I think the bigger obstacle is that both 
actors are not that recognizable that people will automatically watch the show, 
someone like Kerry Washington, Sanaa Lathan, or Sharon Leal probably would 
have been a better fit.46 

Examining these comments, I am first struck by how well and in sync they are with 

Hollywood logic and ideology. These commenters know the rules of the game when it 

comes to what is acceptable on television. For example, according to Ivar12’s post, two 

black leads may signal to some that the series is a “black show” while simultaneously 

hailing most other white audiences because “most people will watch a show if its good no 

matter the leads.” Ivar12’s comments suggest the uncertainty of diversity casting—even 

when those casting decisions emerged from so-called blindcasting practices that selected 

the best candidates for the roles.  

Moreover, the debate among Ryan, Kay, and Ana addresses the female casting 

choice from both the positions of one who is familiar with Hollywood logic as well as 

from the positions of women who are at least articulating the fallibility of that logic. 

Similarly to Ivar12, Ryan believes that although it may be more progressive to cast 

African-Americans for both leads that decision may ultimately lead to the series’ failure. 

He asserts the logic that for a mainstream, white audience to identify and relate to the 

characters, there must be a white lead. Hearkening back to the interview with Leroi, in 
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order to “sell soap,” these programs must follow the formulas—namely, the employment 

of a white actress to disabuse audiences of the belief that Undercovers is a black show.  

Yet, Ryan also views the potential addition of a white actress as an opportunity 

for an interracial relationship—a progressive move for Hollywood to be sure but not 

necessarily if Ryan’s view still holds to the Hollywood logic. According to that logic, the 

interracial couple could only exist at the most superficial levels of representation. 

Asserting that point, Kay responds to Ryan’s point by debunking the Hollywood logic: 

“I’m sort of confused why you believe their [sic] should have been a more recognizable 

white actress. And if there had been, it would be amazingly unrealistic for an interracial 

couple to not bring up race. We’re not Stephen Colbert… no one is color blind.”47 Kay 

aptly articulates the fallacy of colorblindness as well as the necessity for cultural 

specificity.  

Ryan responds to Kay’s point with more Hollywood logic. His list of white 

women who could serve as lead actresses for a worldwide audience becomes a shorthand 

for a particular kind of whiteness. What’s more, the black actress in the lead role is 

British and biracial, so there is literally a transnational and multiracial cast within the 

show. Finally, Ryan’s hypothetical scenario of how race could work on screen--”You 

could have missions where one of them is the only person who can blend in with a certain 

group because of their ethnicity but never say ‘Hey look, I’m black, she’s white and 

we’re married!’”48 —illustrates the societal pervasiveness of colorblindness.  

                                                        
47 Ibid.  
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In sum, the objective of this chapter was to locate alternatives to colorblindness. 

Using The Wire and Homicide: Life on the Street as examples, I point out how what made 

these shows different was the production culture of each series. Moreover, the 

productions themselves called for a more realistic and authentic look, thus enabling more 

diverse and culturally specific representation. And yet, these examples are not strong 

enough to withstand the overall pressure of Hollywood logic and a nexus of power that 

for the most part has not had to be checked. Thus, while alternatives are possible, they are 

few and far between.  
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Conclusion 

Throughout this dissertation, I tried to catch a shadow. Negotiating colorblindness in 

television casting is an exercise in reconstructing invisible processes and approximating 

visibility. Within this project, my primary objective was to examine one feature of the 

social and industrial imperatives that shape televisual representation. In interviews, 

casting observations, and television programs, certain themes became apparent about the 

current and future representations on television of race. Our current post-racial belief that 

irrespective of race we are all the same shape both industrial logic and these themes. As I 

stated in chapter one, casting does not just occur at the level of television and film 

production; questions of what defines the “best” person for the job can emerge at every 

level of social life. Moreover, casting directors do not exist in a vacuum but function as 

gatekeepers and reproducers of hegemonic ideologies. With this in mind, I want to 

summarize what colorblind casting can teach us about television and society-at-large. 

The first lesson is that blindcasting obliterates cultural specificity because when 

race is not written into the script, the script will inevitably result in a normalization vis-à-

vis whiteness of characters. While many casting directors (and producers) will suggest 

that the only alternative is stereotypical roles, this is not the case. Representation and 

characterization are not a zero-sum game where a character can be developed in only two 

ways.   
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Moreover, I am not arguing for “very special” race episode or series. I am arguing 

that in cases where race becomes visible, it should be acknowledged. For example, it 

becomes curious that on Grey’s Anatomy African Americans hold three of the major staff 

positions in a Seattle hospital but no one has a conversation about it. Again, 

colorblindness works to make race immutable and objective but it inevitably disallows 

difference and presents a skewed and covertly aspirational view of reality.  I also want to 

stress that I am not addressing the value of the representation, e.g., positive or negative. 

In addition, I am not arguing that these raced characterizations should embody a 

monolithic type of blackness. Rather, I am carving out a type of cultural specificity that 

acknowledges the impossibility of authenticity while allowing minority audience 

members to see and hear actors who resonate with them. Returning to colorblindness, as 

legal scholar Russell Robinson told me, “colorblindness is anemic”1 in the sense that 

without whiteness as a host it lacks vitality.  Yet, this practice continues because in the 

minds of network executives like Channing Dungey or Grace Wu, blindcasting 

guarantees the best person for the role, which would create diversity without force. Of 

course, when put into practice, organic diversity rarely emerges. Furthermore, when it is 

created, diversity is reduced to the quantity of racial difference and not the quality.  

The second lesson that emerges is that, with regard to casting, the best person for 

the job is contingent upon many factors---race and the preconceived notions of race being 

one of the major ones. Casting directors, producers, and network executives are all people 

                                                        
1 Russell Robinson, Personal Interview by Kristen Warner, 20 July 2009. 
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who live in our world and who share similar hegemonic beliefs that the rest of society 

upholds and maintains. If society believes that two lead actors of color automatically 

translate to a black show or a Latino show or an Asian show, then creators believe that 

will automatically deduct a great number of white viewers. One television program that 

became industry lore and the poster child for why these types of series did not work was 

CBS’s medical show City of Angels (COA, 2000).  Created by veteran showrunner Steven 

Bochco, COA featured two African-Americans in leading roles. While the show had very 

little to do with blackness as cultural identity, the show was still considered a “black 

show” and failed after one and a half seasons.2 While NBC is gambling on two black 

leads in the Abrams’s spy show Undercovers, much of the same discourse that circulated 

around COA is reappearing. The sole difference between the two cases is that Abrams is 

claiming his casting directors blindcasted the roles so the notion of Undercovers 

becoming a “black show” is trying to be circumvented. As a result, while casting 

directors, producers, and network executives claim to be colorblind when it comes to 

hiring actors, this claim is only partially true, especially if it becomes necessary to avoid 

labels that can adversely affect a series’s reception. Of course, the networks must still 

maintain that they want to create an environment of diversity--which is the paradoxical 

opposite of colorblindness--but not necessarily with regard to the leading actors only to 

the reality of the American scene.  

                                                        
2 Sandra P. Angulo, “City Bickers: EW.com investigates the future of minority dramas,” Entertainment 
Weekly, 14 December 2000, 21 June 2010, http://www.ew.com/ew/article/0,,91594,00.html. 
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The third lesson that colorblind casting can teach is to reconsider the agency of 

the actor. During my research it was emphatically preached to me that above all else, 

actors want to work. Period. The actors’ guilds frankly do not care about the content that 

people of color have to negotiate once they gain access to a role. The most important step 

for these organizations is to ensure that their members receive the necessary opportunities 

to work. This access is a rare feat because while we live in a supposed multicultural 

world, the racial diversity of characters in breakdowns is slim. Furthermore, it is rare that 

actors of color are granted opportunities to try to convince the casting director and 

producer to “go a different way” in terms of casting specific roles. Therefore, it stands 

when these actors do earn parts, they will most likely not be trying to establish some 

“accurate” or “realistic” portrayal of their cultural specificity.   

The final lesson that colorblind casting illustrates is just how vast the nexus of 

power is with regard to representation on television. The ways that casting is just one 

small widget in a much larger machine of representation became clear to me in 

conversations with the media professionals I interviewed. The power of the producer in 

tandem with the network is oftentimes the largest influence in the development of a cast. 

From David Crane to Shonda Rhimes to David Simon, the expectations of the 

showrunner will ultimately affect not only the casting but also the degree to which those 

individuals who are cast are able to be culturally specific. 

Moreover, the producer’s comfort level with race is also of obvious importance. 

During my conversation with Robinson, he told me a story about a talk he had with one 
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of the producers of Away We Go (2009), a film that featured an interracial couple played 

by John Krasinski and Maya Rudolph. In the film, two small references were made to 

highlight their interracial romance and, more particularly, Rudolph’s otherness.3 

Robinson told me that he asked the producer why there was not more of an 

acknowledgement of the couple’s cultural difference. “He told me that by bringing in 

race more than they did, it would change the overall tone of the film. A conversation 

about race would have turned their whimsical film into more of a drama because race is 

such a weighty issue.”4 That race is for this producer akin to a yoke or a burden illustrates 

a very narrow, but popular perception of what race means contemporarily. Nevermind 

that whites are also raced and that whiteness is an acceptable (and unweighted) and 

permissible topic to address in film. “Raced” films are very different from the kind of 

film Away We Go purports to be. Further, contemporary post-racial thought would 

suggest that casting Rudolph in the role is the most progressive act the producers could 

generate.  

  Work on the production of culture has value not only for exploring racial 

representations in film and television but also in understanding the industrial practices 

that give rise to those representations and the cultural power that structure the industrial 

processes in the first place. This project suggests further work is needed on the ethnic 

ambiguity of actors of color. While much research outlines the benefits of ethnic 

ambiguity in contemporary society with regard to larger ideas of multiculturalism, what 

                                                        
3 In real life, Rudolph is biracial but in this film it is suggested that both her parents were African-
American. 
4 Robinson interview. 
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has been excluded from the conversation is the agency of the ethnically ambiguous 

individuals themselves. In other words, how are these mixed race individuals self-

fashioning their own identity? How has the racial self-fashioning of actors of color 

occurred historically as well as what are the effects of such agency? Through archival 

research of publicity images as well as through contemporaneous legal discourses of 

colorblindness, case studies on two women of color such as Raquel Welsh and Diahann 

Carroll might prove helpful to understanding these dynamics. How did these women 

chose actively to displace their racial and ethnic heritages in favor of a persona embodied 

in whiteness? Ultimately, such a project might answer questions about how the film and 

television industries promote women of color without foregrounding their race and how 

women fashion their own racelessness through the process of casting and performance? 

Another research area concerns how television programming is created through a 

nexus of industrial labor including network executives, casting directors, directors, 

producers, and writers. The lack of cultural specificity in any given television program 

stems from a system of top-down decisions from both the television producer/creator and 

network executives. For example, if a producer wants to cast a show featuring “beautiful 

people” (“beautiful people” is also code for an all-white cast), then the casting director 

must acquiesce to that demand. However, when those specifications are not so firm and a 

more “multicultural” look is desired for a television program, then the casting director is 

allowed to diversify the looks of the cast. But that does not necessarily mean that the 

characters will inherently be culturally diverse; those decisions are made in the writer’s 

room. Unless individuals have a keen interest in telling culturally specific stories about 
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people of color, then one would need to believe in a bevy of diversity on writing staffs. 

However, the opposite seems to be more accurate. 

In 2007, the Writer’s Guild of America (WGA) published a report outlining the 

lack of diverse representation in television and film writing.5 These reports are important 

statistics to note in the move toward racial equity because if people of color are on 

writing staffs then the hope is that these writers will bring their own unique experiences 

that will correlate with the creation of racially diverse characters. What seems to be 

occurring, however, is the invisibility of these stories because of the exclusion of viable 

minority writers in Hollywood. To counter this barrier (mostly after being heavily 

pressured by diversity groups such as the NAACP and the National Association for 

Latino Independent Producers (NALIP) among others to fix this inequity), some of the 

networks not only created departments of diversity in charge of overseeing the 

multicultural development of certain types of programming but also instituted 

apprenticeship programs for aspiring writers. These programs mentor and train aspiring 

writers. Upon completion of this rigorous program, the networks then place them on a 

writing staff. What is so interesting about this phase is that the network pays the 

apprentice writer’s salary as opposed to the writer being paid out of the television 

program’s budget. This functions as a type of incentive for the television producer to be 

diverse. In return for this “subsidized” labor, the apprentice writer serves on staff for one 

or two years. After this testing period expires, the show’s producer reviews the writer-

                                                        
5 Darnell Hunt, “The 2007 Hollywood Writers Report: Whose Stories are We Telling?”, Writers Guild of 
America. May 2007.  
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apprentice’s contract and decides if based on the progress and success, he/she wants to 

keep the writer onboard. Based on interviews with television industry insiders, rarely do 

the producers keep the apprentices on staff. Understanding the success rate of these 

apprenticeships leads to a better understanding of how small the window is for a diverse 

set of writers and experiences to be shown in such a powerful medium as television. 

Understanding the relationship between race and television is the crux of this 

dissertation. My primary objective was to use casting as a lens to explore how 

colorblindness shapes social attitudes that reinforce whiteness at the expense of racial and 

cultural difference. The notion of race neutrality is an oxymoron because race is never 

neutral. Further, race neutrality being positioned as a means of progress is also incorrect 

because displacing difference and assuming a position of normative whiteness is far from 

progressive. In fact, it renders people of color invisible and, as microaggressions 

commonly do, slowly erodes the spirit of difference. Yes, we are all humans and share 

many similarities; however, not counting difference because it can lead to discomfort and 

force us to confront savage histories is hardly progress. Unpacking the small and subtle 

ways that colorblindness is reinforced through television casting can ultimately assist 

media professionals and audiences in respecting difference in background and 

approaching a messy but realistic multicultural society.  
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