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Introduction

I am writing this introduction as the world grapples with the growing threat of  
COVID- 19. And as angry and uncertain as the virus has made many of  us, I want 
to use it productively to illuminate the urgency and utility of  this In Focus section on 
race and media industry and production studies. On March 16, President Trump 
tweeted calling COVID- 19 the “Chinese Virus,” igniting a tweetstorm and a news 
cycle in which the content of  the tweet was admonished and rightly called out for 
its blatant racism.1 Trump’s tweet also recalled “yellow peril” discourses in which, 
so the stereotype goes, Asian- descended people were hell- bent on destroying white 
civilization.2 At the same time, in calling out and admonishing the tweet, there was 
little room for a discussion of  why these discourses about the alleged “yellow peril” 
persist. In other words, the stereotype and discourse were acknowledged, but there 
was no space for interrogating why the discourse is so readily available and culturally 
(re)produced. By focusing on the image or, in this case, the language Trump used, it 
is easy to “correct” the offensive behavior and representation. An apology or a vow 
to do better in the future works to make the offense go away but never interrogates 
the systems that have produced such discourses. This In Focus turns its attention to 
those systems.

Often, when an image is deemed offensive or representation fails to mirror the 
demographic realities of  American culture, it is easy to remove the offending repre-
sentation (if  the right amount of  pressure from the “right” people has been applied) 
or to increase representation. As Kristen Warner suggests, simply moving the 

1  Bloomberg News Writers, “Trump’s ‘Chinese Virus’ Tweet Adds Fuel to Fire with Beijing,” Bloomberg, 
March 17, 2020, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-03-17/trump-s-chinese-virus-tweet 
-adds-fuel-to-fire-with-beijing.

2  Doobo Shim, “From Yellow Peril through Model Minority to Renewed Yellow Peril,” Journal of Communi-
cation Inquiry 22, no. 4 (October 1998): 387– 388.
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goalposts of  representational expectations ultimately only makes the goalposts more 
attainable “for those in power who can make those changes.”3 “More representation” 
is a relatively easy target to hit. Recall that after Empire (2015– 2020) premiered on 
Fox and became a ratings boon for the network, other networks rushed to “brown” 
their lineups with Black- cast series including an adaptation of  Uncle Buck (ABC, 2016) 
starring Nia Long and Mike Epps and Marlon (NBC, 2017– 2018) starring Marlon 
Wayans. As Uncle Buck demonstrated, sometimes these representations result in 
what Warner calls “plastic representation” because they take a white- cast film and 
substitute Black bodies without adjusting for the cultural specificities of  Blackness. 
In answering the call for more representations of  Black folks, Black- cast series like 
Uncle Buck use “the wonder that comes from seeing characters on screen who serve 
as visual identifiers for specific demographics in order to flatten the expectation 
to desire anything more . . . Plastic representation operates as a system that reifies 
Blackness into an empirical system of  ‘box checking.’ ”4 The rush to quantifiably 
increase representation with series like Uncle Buck resulted in what Herman Gray calls 
a “hypervisibility” of  the once-abject object.5

However, even as networks, channels, and platforms “browned” their content 
offerings, delivering what activists asked, many of  those shows disappeared as quickly 
as they appeared. For example, although Uncle Buck’s season finale “averaged 3.8 
million total viewers . . . an 81% lift from ABC’s performance in the same time 
period over the course of  the same four weeks a year ago” and “averaged a 1.2 rating 
in the 18– 49 demo, more than double ABC’s average from a year earlier,” the show 
was canceled after its inaugural season.6 Put simply, more representation of  people 
of  color is often fleeting because of  the precariousness of  television generally and, 
as some scholars have noted, the precariousness of  Black- cast television specifical-
ly.7 Focusing on the image alone would not interrogate the systems that create and 
engender a platform’s, channel’s, and network’s momentary engagement with race in 
their programming.

In this way, this In Focus calls for a sustained engagement with race and “repre-
sentation plus”— because studying representation alone is no longer enough (if  it ever 
was). In the plus- ness of  representation, the call is for an examination of  the systems 
that produce images and not “just” bringing theoretical toolboxes and one’s personal 
affect to bear on a media text. It suggests a shift from asking how an image represents 
people of  color as well as people of  color with intersectional identities to why an 
image looks as it does. This movement from how to why research questions allows the 
study of  the image itself  but also forces an examination of  the industrial discourses 
that produce such images. In such a shift, the brief  essays within this dossier not only 
explore their respective case studies and their attendant issues around representation 
but also illuminate what asking questions outside of  image studies yields.

At the same time, the essays here push against the constraints of  image studies 
as well as interrogate the broad propensity of  media studies (and media industry and 

3  Kristen J. Warner, “In the Time of Plastic Representation,” Film Quarterly 71, no. 2 (Winter 2017): 37.
4  Warner, “Plastic Representation,” 35, 36.
5  Herman Gray, “Subject(ed) to Recognition,” American Quarterly 65, no. 4 (December 2013): 772.
6  Daniel Holloway, “ ‘Uncle Buck’ Cancelled by ABC,” Variety, July 6, 2016, https://variety.com/2016/tv/

news/uncle-buck-cancelled-by-abc-1201809381/.
7  See Kristal Brent Zook, Color by Fox: The Fox Network and the Revolution in Black Television (New York: 
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136 JCMS 60.1  •  FALL 2020

production studies by extension) to exnominate whiteness, thus allowing whiteness to 
function as both invisible and universal.8 Much of  the scholarship considered seminal 
to media industry and production studies is overwhelmingly white media industry and 
production studies. In the process of  exnominating whiteness— which, of  course, is 
also raced— studies of  those understood as raced (Black, Asian, Latinx, Southeast 
Asian, and First Nation folks) are understood as particular. Put another way, when 
race and production practices are studied, the findings are considered to be extrap-
olatable only to those studying race in media production and not to those who study 
unnamed whiteness within media industries.

This In Focus centers the production of  racialized images, borrowing from and 
extending media production and industry studies, and offers a mediation on images 
that help to explain the machinations of  the media industries. Such critique helps to 
explain why images look the way(s) they do, regardless of  whether they are construed 
as “positive” or “negative.” Instead of  guessing at the answers to these questions, or 
“reading the text” for clues, these short essays turn to industry discourse and inter-
views with industry executives and professionals to better understand the ways race 
circulates within industrial and cultural discourse. Certainly, this call for the integra-
tion of  race and media industry and production studies is not entirely new. Some 
scholars have begun focusing on the importance of  studying race and media industry 
and production practices, including, but not limited to, Arlene Dávila, Jennifer Fuller, 
Timothy J. Havens, Isabel Molina- Guzmán, Aswin Punathambekar, Anamik Saha, 
Kristen Warner, Kristal Brent Zook, and me.9 However, the contributions within 
this dossier continue to center production and industry as they are related to race in 
media. Through examinations of  training programs designed to increase diversity, 
independent production practices, activism around “negative” representations, selec-
tive uses of  sales figures, and the post- racialization of  algorithms, the authors in this 
In Focus are concerned with the production of  racialized content and the  
(re)production of  race, audiences, and taste cultures.

This dossier begins with Anamik Saha arguing for political economic 
approaches to media. Calling for a shift in scholars’ collective thinking about study-
ing race- making practices, Saha encourages more work that attempts to decouple 
capitalism and industrial ideologies. Saha’s essay suggests that the discursive focus 
on inclusion has resulted in the establishment of  training and pipeline programs that 
have largely left the publishing industry as white as it had been before implementing 
such initiatives. Next, Aymar Jean Christian and Khadijah Costley White theorize 
“organic representation” as representation that is “sourced” from local communi-
ties. Organic representation is both for and by the people such programming aims 
to represent and is inextricably connected to production practices that privilege the 
sociopolitical positionality (including the intersections of  race, gender, and sexuality) 
of  those being represented. This form of  representation is most typically possible 

8  Roland Barthes, Mythologies (New York: Noonan Press, 1972), 138.
9  Arlene Dávila, Latinos Inc: The Marketing and Making of a People (Berkeley: University of California 
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outside “traditional” legacy media and platforms. In advocating for organic represen-
tation and for reparative investments by media companies and by drawing connec-
tions between organic food production and media production, Christian and White 
suggest a new phase of  media production in the networked era. In the following 
essay, Madhavi Mallapragada uses the documentary The Problem with Apu (Michael 
Melamedoff, 2017) to expose the paradoxes inherent within South Asian American 
representation in white- produced media and white- dominated media industries. 
Conducting a discursive analysis of  interviews, tweets, and press accounts of  the 
documentary, Mallapragada interrogates the systems of  power that produce and 
distribute representations of  South Asian Americans.

Kathryn M. Frank’s essay examines the comic book industry’s use of  industry 
lore— the industrial discourses, often about race, that circulate about the viability 
of  certain media properties whose very existence relies on industry professionals’ 
“gut” instinct versus research. Frank demonstrates how comic book industry deci-
sion makers cherry- pick specific data that does not include all points of  sales to jus-
tify catering to white comic book “fan boys” and then lament that they themselves 
desire diverse content but must respect the market. Finally, Timothy J. Havens calls 
for a new research agenda with respect to algorithmic data in order to encourage, 
and perhaps force, streaming giants like Netflix, Hulu, and Amazon Prime to con-
sider and recognize racial and ethnic taste cultures in production, distribution, and 
acquisition decisions.

Taken together, the short essays focus on race in media industries and eschew 
issues of  representation or address them only to introduce larger concerns. In so 
doing, these essays examine the linkages between race and several media industries: 
book publishing, independent media, documentary film, comic books, and streaming 
platforms. The authors in this In Focus suggest not only production interventions in 
commercially and independently produced media but also a disruption of  monolithic 
imaginings of  racialized audiences within the pre- production, production, and post- 
production/distribution phases of  media texts. At the same time, these essays work 
together to create an agenda toward a serious examination of  racial images from 
behind the camera rather than just from in front of  it.
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