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Biracial individuals undergo a developmental process that is different than 

monoracial individuals. Not only do they have to develop a strong and cohesive self-

esteem, but also develop a strong and cohesive racial identity to have a healthy self-

concept. The media is a social structure that has infiltrated into many aspects of 

American lives, including their racial identity. The media perpetuates current beliefs 

concerning race and racial identity. This research investigates how biracial identity has 

been portrayed in the media. Historically, biracial individuals have been portrayed as the 

tragic “mulatto” because of their confused racial background. In addition, mulatto 

women have been stereotyped as exotic and sexual objects.  A content analysis was 

used to investigate how the media presents biracial identity. Only movies with 

black/white biracial individuals were watched. The categories under study included 

perceived race, character’s race, skin color, likeability, sex appeal, ability to contribute, 

ability to be violent, mental health, overall positive portrayal social, and negative 

portrayal score. This study may suggest that the media is making attempts to rectify old 

stereotypes. Overall, this study does demonstrate that the media portrays biracial and 

black characters differently in film. One overarching theme from these results implies 

that the perception of race is more salient than one’s actual race.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 The media has infiltrated many aspects of our everyday lives from what brand of 

cereal to eat for breakfast, how to dress, and even how to label ourselves racially. I, for 

one, have been impacted by the media. As a small girl in a little Wisconsin town, I often 

felt alone and “different” compared to my classmates and relatives. I did not look like 

them. Although I tried to fit in, some how I still felt out of place. Not until I saw a music 

video by Mariah Carey did I feel like there was someone out there who was like me. At 

that time, I did not label myself as biracial because I did not understand the concept nor 

ever heard the term. However, after seeing her videos, I gained as sense of self-

acceptance and started to value the way I looked, curly wild hair and all. I believe that 

the media should be studied more thoroughly to attain a better understanding of its 

impact, and in the case of this research, racial identity formation. 

 Biracial individuals not only have to develop self-esteem and an understanding of 

self, but they must also develop a strong racial identity to have a healthy self-concept. 

The following research investigates how biracial identity is portrayed in the media. 

Discussion in previous research has focused on factors such as residential location, 

parenting style, and schools in the influence on racial identity choices of biracial youths. 

Other research has focused on identity development models. The result of these studies 

has primarily determined that biracial individuals do not follow the same developmental 

models as those concentrating on monoracial (one race) individuals. To date, no 

research explores whether the media is a contributing factor in the development of 

one’s racial identity. 
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 Studying the media and its impact on our lives is critical and cannot be 

underestimated as it infiltrates large portions of our lives. Examining the way that the 

media affects biracial identity in youth is of extreme importance as youth are high 

consumers of media, impacts many facets of their identity, and cannot help but to 

include race. The questions that this research examines concern the impact of skin 

color on racial identity and how these identities are portrayed in the media. This 

research also focuses on how the mental health of biracial characters is represented. 

And, as with all public persona, this research will determine whether stereotypes of the 

past still exist in current media and if so, how much have they have changed. Factors 

such as skin color, surname, and facial features do effect racial classification. Biracial 

actors and actresses with African American characteristics will be classified as Black. 

To assess how the race of biracial actors is portrayed in the media, I will watch and 

analyze forty movies using content analysis.   
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

 While many believe that many of past “mistakes” concerning race have been 

eradicated, racial discrimination, inequity, and oppression still exist. Some go so far as 

to try living by a colorblind mentality, which assumes that race does not exist. It could be 

argued that race is a social construct, but there is no question that racism exists even 

today. Intermarriage is still seen as taboo, especially between Blacks and Whites. 

Romano (2003) argues that marriage is the most segregated sphere of family. A vast 

majority of whites still claim to disapprove of marriages between Blacks and Whites.  

 Five percent of all Americans marry outside their race, and mixed-race births 

have grown 26% faster than all other births. Interracial marriages involving Back/White 

couples account for approximately 363,000 in 2000 (Romano, 2003). Because of this, 

Korgen argues that “some serious attention by those who wish to understand our 

present and future society” is needed (Korgen, 1998). 

 

Race 

Definition of Race 
 
 Race is a highly contentious topic in the United States. Race(s) can be defined 

as groupings of human beings based on average differences in biological 

characteristics. Racial traits are transmitted from generation to generation by the genes 

of both parents. This is different from culture and ethnicity. Cultures are group patterns 

of behavior and beliefs, which are transmitted in the process of socialization. Ethnicity 

refers to the customs, language, and social views usually associated with a particular 

ethnic group (Korgen, 1998). 
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 According to many physical anthropologists, race is a myth. Its biological basis is 

negligible. Its importance stems from its social, cultural, physical, and legal 

consequences. These consequences are created by people and their interactions with 

each other. Because of this race can be deemed as a social construction. 

 

Race as a Social Construction 

Throughout historical and geographical references and events, race has been 

constructed in different ways, most often suiting the point of view of the dominant group. 

Racial distinctions are a necessary tool of dominance. These distinctions serve to 

separate the subordinate people as the “other” (Root, 1992). At a personal level, race is 

very much in the eye of the beholder; at a political level, race is in the service of 

economic and social privilege of the dominant group (Root, 1992).  

 An example of how the meaning of race can change depending on the time and 

place can be seen when comparing the United States with other nations and countries. 

In the United States, race is divided into distinct categories. Black and White races are 

separated and the offspring of these unions do not create a new racial category. They 

are classified as Black. Race is determined by physical appearance, but it is not 

considered when designating an infant’s race. Adults are also unable to change their 

racial designation even if they have been categorized incorrectly. Once an individual is 

deemed as Black he or she can never be considered White. Such a statement is not 

true in the reverse. If an individual who has “passed” as White is found to have Black 

ancestry, or if that person has associated with Blacks too frequently, or “acts Black,” 

they may have their white status revoked and be labeled as Black (Davis, 1991). 
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 The meaning of race in the United States is not the same in such places as 

South Africa and Brazil. In South Africa, children of Black-White unions are considered 

a different race called Coloured. Coloureds hold a status between Whites and non-

mixed Blacks as “middleman minorities.” Middleman minorities meet special 

occupational needs that the dominant group is unwilling or unable to fill.  In Brazil, race 

is not determined only by color, but more importantly by social class. Race influences 

class placement, but it is only one factor, and it may be overcome. Also, in this country, 

there are many terms for racial mixtures (Korgen, 1998). These are examples of how 

race is a social construct. 

 

Racism 

 Race is a social construction that has many consequences, the most serious of 

which is racism. Racial distinctions are a tool used to dominate and subordinate a group 

that is seen as different. In America, the dominant group is White and the subordinate 

group are all those who are not White. It can be argued that the most racially 

subordinate of all racial groups are Blacks. Blacks have been oppressed throughout the 

history of America, and most notoriously by slavery. 

 A general definition of racism “refers to any attitude, belief, behavior, or 

institutional arrangement that favors one racial group over another” (Davis, 1991, p. 42). 

Racist ideology used science to justify slavery. According to this belief, “some races are 

physically and mentally superior to others, that racial differences cause cultural and 

temperamental differences, and that racial mixing causes the biological and cultural 

degeneration of the ‘superior races’ (Davis, 1991, p. 30). This is scientific racism.  
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History of Race Relations 

 The history of race relations in the United States is filled with the tragic struggles 

such as slavery, discrimination, and anti-miscegenation laws. Interracial sexual contact 

started to change due to Loving v. Virginia (1967). Before this time, interracial 

relationships were frowned upon and sanctioned. During slavery, Black women were 

property and as such, used as sexual objects for white slave masters. Sexual relations 

between Black men and White women were forbidden. White women were to be kept 

“pure” while white men could act without restrictions (Kalmijn, 1993, Pascoe, 1996). 

Scientific racism argued for the purity of races. White people needed to keep 

themselves “pure” of Black blood for fear of pollution.  

 In alignment with the ideals of scientific racism was the White’s new term for 

people of mixed decent— “mulattos.” Continuing the succession of racism, those of 

mixed racial heritage were believed to be morally and physically inferior to “pure” 

Blacks, prone to diseases, and sterile like mules (Romano, 2003). Even as this racist 

idea spread throughout the quickly and ever-growing country, a small number of biracial 

children were being born. Even a small percentage of mulattos were born to white 

mothers and slave fathers. To keep the races separated and promote racial purity, strict 

laws were created in that free White men or women who married Blacks were “fined, 

jailed, or reduced to servitude” (Romano, 2003, p. 8). Blacks and Whites who inter-

married were banished from the colony of Virginia. By 1705, interracial couples who 

married were sent to prison for six months (Korgen, 1998).  

 However, biracial people did serve a purpose for Whites. In the lower South, 

biracial people were considered a different caste from Blacks. Those who had the 
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lightest skin had the most privilege granted by Whites. They were considered and 

treated as a buffer class between Whites and Blacks. This especially benefited 

plantation owners since they were significantly outnumbered by Blacks. Plantation 

owners were fearful of a slave uprising. The mixed-race class provided a shield to this 

uprising (Korgen, 1998).  

 

Post-Antebellum Period-Reconstruction 

 After the demise of slavery and the passage of the 13th, 14th, and 15th 

Amendments, a period of overt segregation followed. Poor Whites and Blacks were 

economic competitors (Korgen, 1998). Social relations differed from slavery, as it was 

still an inequitable system guided by racism alone rather than enforced ownership. 

Scientific racism was still the ideology of the time. Blacks and Whites were kept 

separated with different neighborhoods, housing, services, and facilities (Korgen, 1998; 

Russell, Wilson, & Hall, 1992). 

 When slavery ended, mixed feelings resounded for biracial people. Many who 

were newly freed celebrated, while those who were already free feared that they would 

lose their status. To make sure that they still held a higher status than Blacks, societies 

were formed for only those with light skin. There were careful examinations to gain 

admittance to these societies. The most common were: 

• The “paper bag test” was used exclude blacks and mulattos if their skin was 
darker than a paper bag.  

• The “blue vein test” was used for the same purpose. If that person’s veins could 
not be seen or they did not appear to be blue, he or she was not considered part 
of the buffer class. 

•  The “comb test” was used to separate those with “good” hair from those with 
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 “bad hair.” If a comb could pass through without struggle, he or she could gain 
admittance to these clubs and part of the privileged class. 

 After slavery, attitudes towards biracial people changed. No longer were they 

thought of a buffer race, they were now a reminder of illegitimacy and disloyalty. The 

one-drop rule, once used to oppress Blacks, then became a measure for “pure” Blacks 

to use against the biracial people that they felt had betrayed them. Most Blacks believed 

that Black-White sexual contacts were immoral and occurred mainly between the 

underclass of both racial groups, but they consider persons with any Black ancestry as 

“Black” (Davis, 1991; Russell, Wilson, & Hall, 1992). 

 Scientific racism was still alive and well. According to the theory of hypodescent, 

mixed-race people were physically disabled, mentally inferior, and morally degenerate 

(Korgen, 1998). The drastic change in the attitude of Whites toward biracial people was 

a shock to many biracial people. Biracial people no longer supported Whites, and 

aligned themselves with Blacks. This change did not come comfortably or quickly. Many 

biracial people believed themselves to be superior to Blacks for a long period of time, 

but had no where else to turn for social acceptance (Russell, Wilson, & Hall, 1992). 

Mulattos and Blacks aligned and elite mulatto leaders were the voices for all Blacks as a 

whole. These elites lead the development of new American Black institutions and a 

Black culture (Davis, 1991; Russell, Wilson, & Hall, 1992). 

 When Reconstruction ended, Jim Crow laws came into affect to limit the 

freedoms Blacks could have. Biracial people realized that no matter what shade they 

were, they were going to be considered Black by the White population. The one-drop 

rule came into affect (Korgen, 1998).  
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Marriage laws also changed according to the time. Blacks were free, but Whites 

intended to keep the balance of power in their favor. Because of this, anti-

miscegenation laws were created. These laws were enacted so that marriages between 

Whites and Blacks could not be legal (Lee & Edmonston, 2005). At the same time, it 

allowed White men to engage in sexual relationships with Black women without any 

societal sanctions. This licentious behavior, so readily appeased during slavery, was 

allowed to continue (Pascoe, 1996).   

 In 1967, the Supreme Court decided in the case Loving vs. Virginia that 

interracial marriages were legal according to the 14th Amendment. This Supreme Court 

case impacted race relations in the United States in a tremendous way by bringing an 

end to anti-miscegenation laws (Tucker & Mitchell-Kernan,1990; Kalmijn, 1993). The 

Supreme Court ruled that anti-miscegenation laws were unconstitutional under the 14th 

Amendment, which guarantees equal protection under the law and the constitutional 

protection of the fundamental right to marry (Pascoe, 1996).  

 

Civil Rights 

 During the Civil Rights era, the one-drop rule was accepted by both Blacks and 

Whites. Many blacks embraced “Black pride” and felt that biracial people should identify 

themselves as Black. White people continued to believe that any person with any Black 

ancestry should be defined as Black (Korgen, 1998). Biracial people felt pressure to 

identify as Black. Whites did not accept those who were not White, and light skin was no 

longer in fashion. At this time, fine features and straight hair were not in fashion. Afros 

and African features were popular. To fit in to the new paradigm of beauty, biracial 
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people had to prove their “Blackness” (Spikard, 1989).  The Civil Rights Movement 

affirmed that biracial individuals were Black. Both White and Blacks agreed with the 

one-drop rule. Biracial individuals who did not regard themselves as Black were thought 

to betray and reject their Black ancestry (Tizard & Phoenix, 2002). 

 

One-Drop Rule 

 The slave-trading society created the one-drop rule as a means to determine the 

race of children who came from interracial relationships during slavery, when in truth; it 

was created to maximize the number of slaves (Ramirez, 1995). Race was determined 

through the paternal heritage and this presented a problem for the new colonies that 

were growing quickly and benefited greatly from slave labor, forever needing a ‘fresh 

supply’— to remedy this problem. The status of biracial children was determined by law 

in 1662 to be of the maternal line, which was Black and thus, had a greater chance of 

being a slave (Korgen, 1998). This created yet another problem. Children of white 

Women and Black men would have the status of free according to this law. To correct 

this issue, laws of social conduct were enforced to ensure that the races were kept 

separate. Women who had children with any trace of African blood were punished 

severely with five years of servitude. Children born of this union were kept in bondage 

till their thirtieth birthday (Korgen, 1998). Thus the “one-drop rule” became law and 

universally accepted in the new nation. 

The one-drop rule posited that one’s racial identity was carried in the blood. 

“White blood” and “Black blood” were not only categorically different, but “Black blood” 

always dominated “White blood” and having a single drop of black blood made a person 
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black, and therefore, available as a slave and acceptable to White society as inferior. 

Whiteness was easily corruptible and Blackness was all-consuming (Romano, 2003). 

Black blood did not only destroy the potential white identity of the child, but it 

demolishes the White identity of the entire family lineage (Zack, 1993).  

 The one-drop rule is unique only to the United States. According to the one-drop 

rule, any person with any known Black ancestry is Black (Davis, 1991). This includes 

individuals who have origins that are more European than African and those who could 

also pass for White because of the fairness of their skin. In other countries, those who 

have mixed ancestry were usually allied with the dominate race and/or were used as a 

buffer race (Korgen, 1998).  

 

Importance of Racial Identity 

 Historically, biracial individuals have been identified as Black, and this has been 

reinforced over time (i.e., slavery, one-drop rule, Jim Crow, and the Civil Rights 

Movement). However, now biracial individuals have more choices when choosing their 

racial identity. According to Matsuoka (1998), people see life and reality radically 

different depending on social, cultural, and racial location. Biracial people develop their 

identity differently than monoracial people. Instead of processing their identity in linear 

terms, biracial individuals may choose their identity based on the social context. While 

some multiracial people may select a single identity that is unchanging with all social 

contexts, it is probable that biracial individuals may have many fluid identities that adjust 

to their immediate function in a given context. Racial identities are influenced not only 

by skin color and parents’ race(s), but on other sociocultural factors, such as parents, 
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family, and peers, as well as societal factors, such as economic and political trends 

(Jaret & Reitzes,1999). 

 

Census 

 Children of mixed racial background are inevitable products of both voluntary and 

involuntary interracial relationships. The increasing number of mixed-race Americans is 

indicator that the distinct racial categories in the U.S. are blurring (Hirschman, Alba, & 

Farley, 2000). The U.S. Bureau of Census is used to measure the various categories of 

race in the United States. The definition that the Census Bureau uses to measure race 

changes depending on the general population’s definition of race. For instance, 

beginning in 1850, the U.S. Census employed the term mulatto, and later, in the 1890 

Census, used the terms quadroon and octoroon (Root, 1996). Presently, the definition 

of Black used by the Census Bureau is the nation’s cultural and legal definition—all 

persons with any known Black ancestry (Root, 1996). 

  In the 2000 Census there was much controversy concerning a separate category 

designated as “multiracial”. The 2000 census instructed household informants to “mark 

one or more races to indicate what this person considers himself/herself to be” (Harris & 

Sim, 1997). Currently, biracial and multiracial individuals want to gain recognition for all 

their heritages by having an additional category of “multiracial” added to the U.S. 

Census. Root (1996) explains this proposal. A new category would: “(1) count people 

accurately according to their actual identity; (2) provide statistical continuity by 

accounting for the racial/ethnic component(s) that may be relevant for various 

government studies and programs; and (3) avoid unnecessary and unwarranted 
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government influence and interference in the very sensitive and private matter of 

personal identity, namely, forcing individuals to choose one parent over the other” (p. 

29). 

 The introduction of a “multiracial” category did not pass, but biracial individuals 

had the option of choosing more than one category to identify their racial background. 

This option did not significantly change the percentages of minority groups. Only 6.8 

million or 2.4 percent of the U.S. population labeled themselves as “multiracial” by 

selecting more than one racial group (Smith & Edmonston, 1997). As the multiracial 

population continues to increase, it will be interesting to see if they will gain enough 

political power as a separate racial group to demand their own racial category and how 

the meaning of race will change once again in America.  

 

Choosing a Race 

 The meaning of race becomes nebulous when considering people of mixed 

descent. Categories become blurred when attempting to fit biracial people into them. A 

biracial individual’s phenotype often puts questions into others’ minds, such as “What 

are you?” and “If you had to chose one race, which one would you chose?” These are 

questions that every biracial and multiracial person has pondered at some point in his or 

her life. To help answer these questions, researchers have conducted studies on 

biracial identity formation and how biracial individuals fit into society.  

 Society is determined for biracial people to “choose” a race can possibly be due 

to the United States being a dichotomous, White-Black stratified society. Choosing a 

race is a very difficult task for a biracial individual because they feel as thought they are 
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members of both groups, but at the same not part of either group (Root, 1992). 

Multiracial people may have some restrictions when selecting a racial designation for 

themselves because they not only have to justify their identity choices for themselves, 

but also for society (Shih & Sanchez, 2005). 

 Many monoracial people are challenged to consider that a multiracial person is 

free from oppressive rules of classification rather than being confined by them if they do 

not fit his or her experience (Root, 1992). Unlike monoracial people, multiracial 

individuals have some choice when designating their own racial label. First, they must 

successfully integrate all heritages and identifications while also developing a positive 

self-concept and sense of competence. Second, they must develop the ability to 

incorporate their earlier identifications into a coherent and stable sense of a personal 

identity, as well as a positive racial identity (Rockquemore & Brunsma, 2000) 

 These identities do not have to be the same in all situations. Individuals’ 

perceptions of self shift with the specific social situations they experience.  For example, 

“at home a biracial person may experience him or herself as biracial; with his or her 

white grandparents he or she is still biracial but may experience him or herself as a 

descendent of Ireland, England, or Germany. In an all-white classroom, the biracial 

person may filter experience through a label of a Black identity” (Root, 1992). Parent, 

peer, and community socialization influences guide the content of available identity 

options for the interracial individual. For example, a Black-White child raised by the 

Black parent in the Black community may be socialized almost exclusively toward a 

Black identity. The same child raised by both parents in a multiracial community may be 

socialized toward a multiracial identity (Root, 1992). 
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 Biracial individuals may also face some hardships in their search for a racial 

identity. They must learn how to handle misidentification, as well as the reality that their 

personal racial identity may be rejected by others. Black people may reject them 

because they believe biracial people think that they are better than them. White people 

may challenge biracial individuals by saying that they do not “act or look Black” 

according to them (Rockquemore, 2002). 

 

Identity Models 

Like other races and ethnic groups, biracial people identify themselves on an 

individual level and not on a collective level. Erikson’s ego development theory 

contends that identity formation is a lifelong psychological process (Erikson (1968). 

However, biracial individuals do not develop their identities in a linear pattern suggested 

by this theory. This and other monoracial identity models do not “allow for the 

integration of more than one group identity” (Gillem, Cohn, & Throne, 2001). Another 

aspect that monoracial identity models fail to consider is that biracial individuals may not 

be accepted by the minority group of origin or that they may not personally identify with 

that group (Gillem, Cohn, & Throne, 2001).  To overcome this, a few identity 

development models have been created or can be used to refer to the process that 

biracial individuals undertake in the formation of their racial identity. These are from 

Marcia (1980), Cross (1995a, 1995b) and Helms (1995), Henricksen and Trusty (2004), 

and Rockquemore and Brunsma (2004a). Marcia’s, Cross’s, and Helm’s models are 

monoracial models and can be used to explain a biracial person’s choice for a singular 

identity. Henricksen and Trusty’s model and Rockquemore and Brunsma’s models are 
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specifically multiracial models of racial identity can be used to explain a variety of racial 

identity choices. 

 

Marcia Identity Model 

 In Marcia’s (1980) biracial identity model there are four stages. In the first stage 

or diffuse status, the individual’s ethnic identity status is unexamined. The individual 

does not give much thought nor does he or she explore his or her ethnicity. Next is the 

foreclosure status. In this status, the individual readily accepts social or familially 

ascribed ethnic attitudes. Further development of the ethnic identity occurs oftentimes 

when the individual is encountered with a situation that forces him or her to deal with his 

or her ethnicity and actively explore it. This is the moratorium status. Marcia’s final stage 

of biracial identity is achieved identity. In this stage, the individual has a deeper 

understanding and appreciation for his or her ethnic group or groups. The individual 

also accepts that they are ethnically different from the dominant group and embraces 

both their minority and majority backgrounds. This last status can be assumed to be a 

level where the individual is most psychologically well-adjusted. 

 

Cross and Helm Identity Model 

 Cross (1995a, 1995b) and Helms (1995) have developed similar models for 

biracial identity formation. This model can be used to understand the development of a 

singular black identity. In this model, the individual initially has racial attitudes that range 

from low recognition of their minority background to self-hating attitudes due to 

internalization of the one-drop rule and concepts of hypodescent. This is the pre- 
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encounter/conformity status. In the encounter/dissonance status, the individual’s 

attitude shift due to a racial encounter that makes the individual question him or herself. 

This status is where the biracial individual would be viewed as the “marginal man” and 

as having psychological and identity conflicts (Helms, 1995).  

 In the next stage, the immersion/emersion, the individual totally immerses him or 

herself in their minority culture and denigrates all that is of the majority culture. 

Individuals in this stage do not embrace their minority culture out of appreciation, but in 

opposition to white standards. The final stage (Internalization status) occurs when 

individual has resolved internal conflict between his or her racial background. Cross 

(1995a, 1995b) and (Helms, 1995) also note that although these stages may develop 

sequentially, some individuals may experience each stage exclusively and that a person 

may hold attitudes characteristic of more than one status at a time. 

 

Henriksen and Trusty Identity Model 

Henriksen and Trusty’s (2004) Black-White biracial development model is focused 

only on women and involves six periods: neutrality, acceptance, awareness, 

experimentation, transition, and recognition. In neutrality, the individual becomes aware 

of or accepting that racial differences exist usually based on statements that came from 

family and peers. The acceptance phase could be the first time biracial women 

experience negative racial attitudes from others and are categorized as belonging to a 

particular race. During this period, biracial women may learn to accept themselves as 

individuals with racial backgrounds different from their peers, and they may begin to see 
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themselves as racialized beings. Most participants in Henriksen and Trusty’s (2004) 

reported negative or difficult experiences during the acceptance period.  

Awareness is the period during which the participants began to understand what it 

meant to be racially different from others. This is often accompanied by a significant 

interaction that leads to feeling of isolation because of the lack of an identified racial 

group.  In the experimentation period, the women were trying to fit into only one part of 

their racial identity in order to have a sense of connection with others by being involved 

in activities that may attract more people of one racial group than others in an attempt to 

identify with the group that maintains similar interests. During this period, biracial 

women appear to be most actively involved in moving toward determining their own 

racial identity (Henriksen & Trusty, 2004). 

 Transition is the period which some biracial women move toward a sense of 

racial self-recognition fueled by inner turmoil and a search for a racial identity or racial 

group with whom to identify. This is the time when some biracial women began to 

realize that they cannot choose between identifying as Black or White. Recognition is 

the period which many biracial individuals may decide who they are racially and accept 

the racial make-up to which they were born. 

 

Rockquemore and Brunsma Identity Model 

 How one biracial person sees him or herself may not be the same as another 

biracial individual. Rockquemore and Brunsma (2004a) describe four major categories 

of biracial identities, which are a border identity, a singular identity, a protean identity, 

and a transcendent identity. A border identity is “one that lies between predefined 
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socially distinct races as defining one’s biracialism.” Mixed-race people who understand 

being biracial as a border identity do not consider themselves to be either Black or 

White but, instead, incorporate both Blackness and Whiteness into a unique hybrid. 

Currently, more young biracial adults and youth are more likely to identify individuals 

with a Black and White parent as biracial rather than just Black (Korgen, 1998, p. 25). 

 A border identity is one that lies between the predefined social categories of 

Black and White.  Mixed-race people who understand being biracial as a border identity 

do not classify themselves as Black or White, but both in a unique hybrid (Rockquemore 

& Brunsma, 2002). The border identity group can be further subdivided into those 

whose identity as biracial is validated by others in their social environment, and those 

whose identity as biracial remains unvalidated. “Validation refers to the social process 

whereby a particular racial identity is considered legitimate and accepted by others, or 

deemed illegitimate and ignored” (Rockquemore & Brunsma, 2004b).  

 The difference between a validated and unvalidated border identity is in the 

individual’s perception of others’ responses to their racial group membership. One 

group receives interactional validation from family, friends and significant others in their 

environment who accept biracial as meaningful and legitimate category of racial 

identification. In contrast, the individuals in the other group do not have their racial 

identity validated. For whatever reasons, they experience the world, and are understood 

by both strangers and significant others, as Black. The categorization as Black is not, in 

and of itself, problematic. Instead the problem lies in the disjuncture between the 

individual’s self-definition and the way they perceive that others in their social context 

define them (Rockquemore & Brunsma, 2004b). If the individual’s personal identity and 
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public identity do not coincide, this can raise internal conflict within the individual, which 

then could manifest into psychological and social problems. 

 Findings from Rockquemore and Brunsma’s (2004b) study indicated that 

respondents who had their biracial identity validated tend to emerge from predominantly 

White social networks (Rockquemore & Brunsma, 2004b). Those with an unvalidated 

border identity had childhood social networks that were populated by far more Blacks 

than the validated group. They also experience negative treatment from the Blacks in 

their network, which pushed them away from developing a Black identity and pulled 

them towards the creation of a biracial identity. An interesting finding revealed that 

those with an unvalidated border identity changed their pre-adult Black social networks 

to predominately White social networks as adults. 

 In a singular identity, the individual bases his or her identity on only one parent’s 

race. Root (1992) states that the “singular Black identity is characterized as the biracial 

person accepting the identity that society assigns”. A singular identity can be attributed 

to the one-drop rule. “The function of the one-drop rule was to solidify the barrier 

between Black and White, to make sure that no one who might possibly be identified as 

Black also became identified as White” (Root, 1992). The one-drop rule meant that part-

Black people were forced to recognize themselves as Black. Some might pass for 

White, but by far the majority of children of Black-White intermarriages chose or were 

forced to be Black (Root, 1992).  Furthermore, research findings indicate until recently 

that interracial children of Black-White heritage most often identify themselves as Black. 

Some research suggests that some biracial children assume an absence of choice 
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because of experience or expectations that White communities will reject them (Root, 

1992).  

 Rarely, and on the only occasion that the individual have a very light complexion 

with fine features, can a person “pass” for White. “Passing” is not based upon biological 

factors, but is a social phenomenon. Passing was based on the one-drop rule (Korgen, 

1998). Even if one could pass for White, it was done as a last resort. Those who did 

pass paid a very high cost. They had to renounce their heritage, cut ties from family and 

friends, and constantly monitor their behavior. Some even went as far as not having 

children for fear that the baby could reveal their true identity (Korgen, 1998). 

 Many found that passing was easy, but some returned to the Black community 

because the emotional costs were high. Most passing as White was done in order to get 

a better job, and some who passed did so at work and lived as Black at home. Those 

who passed went to extremes to do so. Some lived in the North as White part of the 

year and as Black in the South the rest of the time. Some “not-so-light” mulattos passed 

by taking Latin names and moving to appropriate locations (Korgen, 1998). Many who 

passed did so only for a short period of time and returned to the Black community 

(Rockquemore & Brunsma, 2002). 

The third identity is a protean identity. In this identity, a biracial person who 

identifies with a protean identity describes their identity in terms of the social context. 

Some biracial people find that their in-between status results in an ability to move 

between and among multiple racial identities that are interchangeable. They may move 

fluidly between Black, White and/or biracial identities, calling forth whatever racial 
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identity that seems situationally appropriate in any particular interactional setting and 

cultural community (Rockquemore & Brunsma, 2004a).  

 Finally, the transcendent identity is described as the biracial person not 

categorizing him or herself as a race. Individuals with a transcendent identity typically 

describe themselves as “American” or “human”. In addition, they usually align 

themselves with both White and Black communities. This pattern may continue through 

adulthood. Those that have a transcendent identity vary in appearance and how others 

perceive them (Rockquemore & Brunsma, 2004a). 

 Although these individuals believe that race has no importance in their self-

understanding, they acknowledge that race has symbolic meaning for other members of 

society (Rockquemore & Brunsma, 2002). Individuals with a transcendent identity do 

not have a typical color blind perspective. Instead, they wish that there was less 

attention paid to race and they recognize how race negatively affects the daily existence 

of people of color. In fact, they are not immune to negative experiences. “They 

experience discrimination, yet they responded by intellectualizing those situations as 

part of a broad societal problem; one in which they were deeply embedded” 

(Rockquemore & Brunsma, 2002, p. 73). 

  

Continuum of Biracial Identity Model 

 Rockquemore and Laszoffy (2005) expand on this four identity model by 

including a psychological framework. This framework is called the COBI (Continuum of 

biracial identity) model.  This model challenges the assumption that any particular 

identity is “right” or “wrong” or more or less psychologically healthy than others. It also 
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disputes the notion that a “biracial” identity is the only psychologically healthy possibility. 

This perspective has gained popularity through the political success of the Multiracial 

Movement and academic support of new scholarship on mixed-race people.  

 Rockquemore and Laszoffy (2005) contend that a healthy racial label that a 

person adopts is dependent upon the pathway one travels to arrive at that label. Health 

is determined by “the degree of acceptance associated with the pathway one travels to 

a particular racial self-understanding” (p. 19). Rockquemore and Laszoffy state that a 

singular identity does not have to mean that an individual has to deny one side of his or 

her heritage. Individuals with a healthy singular identity are able to acknowledge that 

they have one Black and White parent while defining themselves as either Black or 

White. An unhealthy singular identity is attained through a pathway of denial and 

grounded in painful experiences, internalized self-hatred, and/or an oppositional stance. 

“This type of identification strategy is most common when: 1) an individual fits 

phenotypic expectations of one group and not the other, and/or 2) when a child has a 

painful relationship with one parent and racializes her or his negative feelings” (p. 23). 

For example, an unhealthy pathway to a singular Black identity comes through denial or 

hatred of the White race. Those with an unhealthy singular Black identity may see all 

White people as racists. A person of mixed heritage may deny that he or she is biracial 

because of a belief that identifying a biracial is a way saying that one is not Black 

(Rockquemore and Laszoffy, 2005).  

 In this model, Rockquemore and Laszoffy change the name from border identity 

to blended identity. Rockquemore and Laszoffy explain that a blended identity can still 

be biracial, but also have an emphasis on Blackness or Whiteness. A negative blended 



   

 24

identity occurs when an individual takes on a biracial identity because they do not 

accept one of their heritages and are unable to assert a singular identity because of 

their appearance. Because of the one-drop rule, most biracial people are accepted as 

Black by society. If the individual wants to distance themselves from that label they may 

accept a blended identity as a default. 

 Rockquemore and Laszoffy (2005) change their label of protean to situational 

identity. In the first model, a protean identity was deemed as healthy and used by 

biracial individuals to navigate through various social situations. In these situations, an 

individual with a protean identity can change his or her racial identity to fit his or her 

needs at that particular time. In the COBI model, Rockquemore and Laszoffy assert that 

individuals with a situational identity may have either a healthy or unhealthy identity. In 

an unhealthy situational identity a person may have an “underlying confusion and lack 

of resolution of their mixed-race parentage” (p. 27).  A person with a healthy situational 

identity is able to have a clear and resolved identity and still engage in race “shifting” to 

fit each social situation and environment. Rockquemore and Laszoffy further explain this 

phenomenon by stating that what “changes in his presentation of self, not his 

fundamental self-understanding. Code-switching is used from one context to another 

because in order to literally play different roles, one must shift his or her self-

presentation enough to fit others’ expectations” (p. 30). An individual with an unhealthy 

situational identity has a fragmented self-understanding that hinders his or her ability to 

resolve and integrate his or her biracial identity in a balanced way. The difference 

between a healthy situational identity and an unhealthy situational identity is that in an 

unhealthy situational identity a person’s racial identity changes instead of his or her 
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behaviors. Rockquemore and Laszoffy explain “what shifts is how they understand 

themselves internally. Embedded in this shifting is a lack of certainty about their racial 

identity and an overabundance on pleasing others by adapting to their expectations” (p. 

30). 

 

Factors in Biracial Identity Construction 

 Biracial individuals not only have to acquire a strong self-esteem. They must also 

develop a strong racial identity. Many factors contribute to biracial identity construction. 

These factors include physical appearance, skin color, minority group pressure, the 

one-drop rule, gender, and one’s family. 

 

Physical Appearance 

Another influential factor that influences a biracial person’s identity is physical 

appearance. Appearance not only has an impact on how the individual sees him or 

herself, but also how society perceives that individual. The physical body is a collection 

of culture meanings. Appearances help to define a situation and provide a context to 

develop meaning for individuals involved. Skin color, hair texture, and facial features 

have meanings, which are used by others as markers of identity (Brunsma & 

Rockquemore, 2001). 

The multiracial person may experience an exaggerated emphasis on physical 

appearance, and is often treated as an unfamiliar and one needed to be correctly 

racially categorized (Root, 1992). A person’s awareness of his or her racial ambiguity 

may contribute to a sense of vulnerability and a feeling of being an outsider in some 
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situations. Obstacles to claiming racial belonging unambiguously leave the individual 

constantly vulnerable to rejection and identification as “the Other” (Root, 1992). For 

those multiracial people whose physical appearance leaves them racially ambiguous, 

questions about which group they identify with put them under constant pressure, 

especially when they feel that whoever is asking the question is looking for a particular 

answer (Root, 1992). One side of the question is quickly answered. Since the biracial 

person looks ambiguous, surely he or she could not possibly be White (Renn, 2000). 

Physical appearances are used to classify people as White or other, and in the 

case of biracial individuals, “other” is what needs to be defined to satisfy inquires. 

Although a biracial person can be culturally White, his or her appearance signals to 

others that this is not the case. Skin color or hair texture is used as markers of ethnicity. 

For those that have an ambiguous appearance, a racial label of biracial is usually 

validated by other people. This is not the case for those who appear to have a singular 

identity (Korgen, 1998, p. 72). 

 

Skin Color 

Appearance can be a determining factor of how society labels the multiracial 

person.  Both fair and darker colored biracial people may personally identify themselves 

with a border (biracial) identity. Biracial people with lighter skin may find it easier to have 

a border identity (biracial). However, people with darker skin may identity themselves as 

having a border (biracial) identity, but society perceives them as having a singular 

(Black) identity (Rockquemore, 2002). In consequence of this, the fairer individual may 
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be comfortable interacting with all races, while the darker individual may be limited to 

certain interactions.  

Skin color also has symbolic meaning. Light and medium skin is associated with 

intelligence, refinement, and achievement, while people with dark skin are described as 

tough, mean, and strong (Korgen, 1998). Medium skin tones are the most preferred of 

skin colors. Having light skin has not always been considered an attribute. Mulattos with 

very light skin may have their legitimacy challenged, and must prove respectable family 

connections. If this could not be done, these mulattos were considered ‘low-down” 

(Korgen, 1998). This disapproving attitude could be rooted elitism among free bBacks 

with light skin and White features (Spikard, 1989). 

 Individuals with lighter skin were also privileged with upper-class status and 

somewhat less White discrimination. Blue-vein societies were created to exclude all 

those that did not meet the strictest of color guidelines (Korgen, 1998). “The fact that 

light-skinned blacks not only receive preferential treatment from other black people but 

also have higher social mobility revels the racial reality that there is a hierarchy of 

appearance, that distinctions are made among people of color, and that rewards accrue 

to those who appear closest to whiteness” (Rockquemore and Laszoffy, 2005, p. 55). 

Currently, biracial individuals are given more choices for their racial identities. 

However, it is still based upon appearance. Individuals that have the most difficulties are 

those whose personal identities do not coincide with their public identities. For instance, 

problems could occur for an individual with dark skin and African features, but who feels 

White culturally. This also could be said for individuals who appear to be White, but 

identify as Black culturally (Korgen, 1998). 
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Passing 

 A White singular identity is a unique phenomenon. “Passing” is a term used to 

describe an act a person of color performs to be categorized as White by others. A 

person of color could only pass if she or he had White skin and fine features (Korgen, 

1998). A biracial person who is physical White in physical appearance can also be 

White culturally. One indicator of this is the privilege of a “colorblind” worldview. A 

colorblind worldview is one in which race has no meaning and the hardships that people 

of color face in their everyday realities are ignored (Rockquemore and Laszoffy, 2005). 

One of the four types of identities from Rockquemore’s model that may fit this 

description is the unhealthy transcendent identity (Rockquemore & Brunsma, 2002). 

 

Minority Group Pressure 

 “Proving” one’s Blackness is rooted in the “one-drop rule”. This was a way to 

increase the number of slaves and oppress Blacks. Today, it is used by Blacks as a way 

of unification (Korgen, 1998). Historically, biracial individuals have been accepted as 

Black by the White community. It became most crucial for biracial people to not only 

identify as Black, but prove their Blackness during the Civil Rights era (Korgen, 1998, p. 

45). Black identity was not based upon common physical traits because of the immense 

spectrum of appearances among the African American community. Black identity was 

based upon the common experience of being Black in America. (Rockquemore & 

Brunsma, 2000).  However, skin color and appearance still matters. For example, by the 

mid-1970s, light skin lost its prestige and class structure of the Black community 
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changed significantly. No longer did light skin help one more up the socioeconomic 

ladder. It became a deterrent from upward mobility (Blackwell, 1975).  

  Asserting a Black identity was not simple. Biracial people could not just verbalize 

their Blackness; they had to prove their Blackness. Biracial individuals with a White 

appearance had a more difficultly doing such (Korgen, 1998).  A biracial individual could 

attempt to “prove” his or her Blackness by changing his or her appearance and 

associating with a socially accepted peer group, significant others, and even family 

members (Root, 1996). To prove their legitimacy, biracial individuals could express their 

knowledge of and attachment to the culture, history, and political interests of African 

Americans. Another demonstration of this phenomenon could be observed during the 

Harlem Renaissance. The Harlem Renaissance was a time when mulatto artists turned 

away from the elitism of the past and celebrated their African origins and unity with their 

Black brothers and sisters (Korgen, 1998).  

 

One-Drop Rule 

 The most typical of identities for those that may or may not have an ambiguous 

identity is Black. This identity choice is based upon the one-drop rule. According the 

one-drop rule, one does not need to look Black to be labeled as Black. Many individuals 

who many not look Black may still identify as Black because they believe they have no 

other choice according to the one-drop rule (Korgen, 1998). The Civil Rights Movement 

reinforced the one-drop rule. Any person with any degree of Black heritage had to 

identify themselves as Black and give up any identification with their White ancestry 

(Spikard, 1989).  
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Gender   

 Physical appearance is an important factor in the overall construction of female 

identity. This is the case because patriarchal ideology dictates that men are inherently 

more valuable than women and, among women, worth is defined in terms of physical 

beauty and sexuality (Rockquemore and Laszoffy, 2005). In the case of women, our 

society most values beauty. However for men, intelligence, political influence, and 

political strength are deemed important (Russell, Wilson, & Hall, 1992). These values 

cut across racial lines. The African American community has adopted White standards 

of beauty. Women with light skin, straight hair, and fine features are regarded as 

beautiful. These standards of beauty have caused many issues for many biracial 

women. Many biracial women have to prove their “authenticity” of their Blackness to 

Blacks, but may find themselves validated as being Black only by Whites 

(Rockquemore, 2002). Biracial women also may find themselves having problems with 

other Black women because Black men are attracted to European features that biracial 

women supposedly possess (i.e., “good” hair and light skin) (Rockquemore & Brunsma, 

2002; Korgen, 1998; Russell, Wilson, & Hall, 1992).  

 Another problem that may confront biracial women is that many are viewed 

through the lenses of stereotypes. For instance, the racial myth that all Black-White 

women are “passionate” and “exotic” may encourage White men to believe they are 

desirable merely for sex, rather than for any long-term, committed relationship. On the 

other hand, many biracial women state that they are perceived by Black men as merely 

light-skinned “trophies” and status symbols (Rockquemore & Brunsma, 2002). During 

the mid-1970s, African American men were more likely to marry darker women than 
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lighter women. This trend reverted back to the times before the Civil Rights era. It has 

been observed that successful dark men continue to confirm their status by marrying 

women with light skin (Spikard, 1989). 

  One would expect that the Black Power Movement would change individuals’ 

perceptions of Black beauty. This is not the case. Dark skin continues to have negative 

connotations tied to it. Dark women compared to lighter women are rated as “less 

successful, less happy in love, less popular, less physically attractive, and emotionally 

healthy, and less intelligent” (Korgen, 1998, p.67). Dark women may internalize these 

beliefs and because of this, they may believe that they “must try hard to please others” 

(Korgen, 1998, p. 69). 

 Biracial men are also the victims of racial myths. Those who appear and/or are 

perceived to be Black are also subject to the stereotype that in romantic relationships 

Black men are to be valued for the sexual prowess and little else. Those with light skin 

are taunted by their friends that women will date them merely for the color of their skin 

and the prestige that accompanies being “almost White” (Korgen, 1998).  Among 

African American men, light-skinned men are believed by others to be weak, or at least, 

“safer”. Because of this, men with light complexions may over-exaggerate their 

masculinity by acting stereotypically Black (Russell, Wilson & Hall, 1992). Korgen’s 

(1998) study found that in youth, many of these light-skinned boys thought their color 

limited them. In adulthood, their light skin gave them privileges of attaining better jobs, 

ability to be perceived as less threatening to Whites, and the attention of women. These 

benefits of age do not occur for women. Light skin is still what is desired (Korgen, 1998). 
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 Treatment by both men and women in the African-American community is a 

factor of how a biracial woman will determine her racial identity. Women with darker skin 

or those that possess an ethnic appearance are likely to be pushed away from a White 

identity. These women may also be pushed away from a Black identity because of the 

hardships they have with African American women. The attention African American men 

give biracial women may pull them back into identifying with the African American 

community (Rockquemore & Laszoffy, 2005).  

 

Family 

History 

 Interracial marriages were illegal until 1967. However, biracial children (mulattos) 

do exist. Families have been altered with the introduction, or perhaps, the realization 

that their family is not of a pure race. Historically, mulattos, especially those with light 

skin were not always welcome by White family members or Black family members. 

Because the biracial person’s parents were engaged in a frowned upon marriage, he or 

she was branded with a label of illegitimacy (Spikard, 1989). 

 Today, interracial marriages are legal because of Loving vs. Virginia, 1967. 

However, interracial marriages are still taboo. Children born of these unions put 

questions into others’ minds and also dismantle our current system of racial 

classification. Parents of these children face challenges that parents of monoracial 

children do not have to face, one being racial socialization. 
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Parents’ Influence on Child’s Racial Identity 

 “Families are the places where children receive some of the most powerful and 

lasting messages about their own identities and the world around them.” (Rockquemore 

& Laszoffy, 2005, p. 59). Racial socialization refers to the way in which parents teach 

their children about the realities of race through preparation on how to handle 

discrimination and fostering a positive racial identity and attitudes. How parents 

socialize their children depends on the interactions they have had with both races 

throughout their lives. 

 Although both Black and White parents may share many things in common with 

their child, one important experience is different; they do not share the same racial 

identity as their child. The biracial child must navigate among and between two races, 

while the monoracial parents do not. Black parents may have a harder time to accept 

this reality because both the parent and the child share the same experience of being 

people of color. The biracial child may face an every day challenge of fitting in and the 

risk of being rejected by both Whites and Blacks (Rockquemore & Laszoffy, 2005). 

Parents who raise their children as Black may do it out of necessity or pride. 

Some parents believe that society will see their child as Black and raise him or her as 

such. Some contemporary families have chosen to raise their children with a biracial 

alternative identity in which both parents’ heritages are as equally important. These 

parents may create their own racial language or may teach their children that racial 

categorization is not important all together. Romano (2003) asserts that teaching 

children that race or racial identity is a choice is “unrealistic and impractical in preparing 

children for the outside world.” This may be due to the large discrepancy between how 
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the biracial child is perceived and treated within the family and how one is perceived 

and treated in the larger society (Root, 1992). The family’s residence also plays a factor. 

If the family lives in a Black neighborhood, parents may raise the child as Black so the 

child has a better chance at fitting in (Romano, 2003). Rockquemore and Brunsma 

(2000) suggest that parents discuss racial issues openly and talk about the strengths 

and weakness about being an interracial family to help the biracial child develop a 

healthy racial identity.  

 

Parents’ Racial Attitudes 

 Hill and Peltzer (1982) contend that in order for parents to raise children with 

strong, positive racial identities and self-concepts, parents of biracial children should 

acknowledge their own racism and actively engage in eliminating their personal racism. 

By examining their own racial attitudes, parents of biracial children will be conscious of 

their impact on their children’s racial attitudes. These parents should be less likely to 

pass on any negative attitudes and myths to their children.  

 Buckley and Carter (2004) propose that parents should avoid sending their 

children mixed messages regarding their own racial views and attitudes. In addition, 

they argue that the racial attitudes of the Black parent seem to have a larger impact on 

the biracial child’s identity formation that the White parent. If the Black parent denigrates 

his or her racial group, the child is most likely to do the same. Buckley and Carter cite 

Ladner’s (1984) study on the ways interracial couples negotiate the racial identity of 

their children. Ladner categorizes this process in three ways: “(1) some deny the 

importance of race and will exhort their children to think of themselves not as Black or 
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White, but as human; (2) some promote a Black identity in their children, and model this 

identity by immersing themselves in a Black community: and (3) a growing number of 

parents attempt to promote a dual or biracial identity in their children” (Buckley & Carter, 

2004). Not only do interracial couples have to recognize their own racism, they must 

recognize the racism their child may face in the outside world. Rockquemore and 

Laszoffy (2005) recommend parents to prepare their children for racism especially if 

their physical appearance suggests that they are Black. 

 

Other Factors 

Contact 

 Who a biracial child interacts on a daily basis plays a great impact on that child’s 

racial identity. If a child exists in a homogenous environment, he or she is more likely to 

orient towards that racial group (Rockquemore & Laszoffy, 2005). Personal contact on 

an individual level also influences how a biracial person chooses his or her racial 

identity. If a biracial person has negative experiences with Whites the more likely he or 

she is to pull away from Whites and be pushed towards Blacks. If a biracial person has 

negative experiences with Blacks the less likely he or she is to assert a singular Black 

identity (Rockquemore & Brunsma, 2002). 

 

Schools 

 Children spend a majority of their day in schools. Diversity in this setting is 

important for the development of healthy racial identities. If the setting is predominantly 

White, race is rarely mentioned, discussed, or understood. When race is addressed in 
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these settings, it is usually to rectify an isolated event or brought up by a person of color 

(Rockquemore & Laszoffy, 2005). School is a place where children interact with peers 

that may be influential in their attempt to adopt a healthy racial identity. Peers tell people 

who they are through their reactions and perceptions of them (Korgen, 1998).  

 

Residential Setting 

 Rockquemore and Brunsma’s study (2002) found that skin color is not a 

significant factor associated with the child’s racial identity if he or she lives in an 

integrated setting. Skin color is significantly related to the child’s racial identity when the 

child lives in predominately Black setting. Children who are raised in  

Black settings are likely to state that their personal identity is biracial, but their public 

identity is Black. Rockquemore and Brunsma (2002) explain this phenomenon by 

asserting that the Black community sees shades of color, while whites see only Black 

and White. Biracial people who were socialized in a predominately white middle class 

setting are more likely to have a transcendent identity. A protean identity is usually 

developed when the individual is emerged in both racial groups equally. These are 

examples of how residential area impacts racial identity formation. 

 

Socioeconomic Status (SES) 

 Parent’s socioeconomic status provides the child access to different social 

networks. Parents who have higher statuses are more likely to expose their children to 

White social networks. Rockquemore and Brunsma (2000) argue that the more time the 

biracial child spends in White environments the less likely he or she will assert a Black 
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singular identity and try to navigate his or her racial identity to fit in with peers. Parents 

with lower socioeconomic statuses are more likely to live in neighborhoods that have a 

higher percentage of African Americans. Biracial children living in Black social contexts 

are likely to adopt a singular Black identity (Korgen, 1998). If a biracial child lives in a 

context where “biracial” is a meaningful and validated term, the child may be likely to 

take on a border (biracial) identity. If this term does not exist in the social context, the 

child may switch from Black and White, and develop a protean identity. A transcendent 

identity is possible if the social context does not demand the individual to choose a 

racial label (Rockquemore & Brunsma, 2002). 

 

Identity Issues Facing Biracial Individuals 

Choosing an identity is not a simple task. In addition to external pressures to 

choose an identity, biracial individuals have internal pressures. Biracial youths lack 

resources that many monoracial youths may have when deciding on an identity.  

Biracial individuals cannot find true understanding from their parents because they are 

monoracial persons. Biracial individuals experience and understand the realities of life 

differently than monoracial individuals (Matsuoka, 1998). 

 

Validation 

 Also, biracial individuals may internalize more difficulties in developing an 

identity partially because biracial people do not have a group name. Root (1992) claims 

that “to name oneself is to validate one’s existence and declare visibility.” Not until the 
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late 1980s did biracial individuals begin to assert their own identities. Before then, they 

were forced into one group, usually being African American.  

 

Guilt 

Biracial individuals who chose a singular Black identity may still face some 

problems. The misguided assertion by some that the biracial person is “lucky” to have a 

choice of which race with which to identify fails to recognize that dual race heritage is 

not a matter of choice; the act of choosing one racial heritage over another necessarily 

evokes feelings of disloyalty and discomfort. Root (1992) claims the crucial 

developmental task a biracial person should accept is the right to define his or her own 

experience as an “insider” and a racial identity defined as a whole, rather than its parts.   

 Biracial people may demonstrate internalized oppression if they reject either part 

of their heritage. Internalized oppression occurs when individuals believe others 

messages about themselves and adopt those messages in their belief systems, values 

and worldviews (Rockquemore and Laszoffy, 2005).  Adopting a monoracial identity can 

lead to guilt and “feelings of disloyalty”, and many biracial people have reported it to be 

emotionally damaging (Gillem, Cohn, & Throne, 2001).  

 

Marginalization 

 There are hardships that are unique to biracial individuals. They may experience 

a sense of isolation, feeling “not quite Black enough” when around Black people and 

“not quite White enough” when around White individuals. In turn, both Blacks and 

Whites may encourage this sense of isolation by either declaring outright or implying 
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that biracial people are not White or Black enough. This can encourage a sense of 

isolation and marginality among biracial individuals (Korgen, 1998, p. 63). Marginality 

can be described as the notion of the outsider, one who lives on the margins of two 

distinct races. Marginalization differs from alienation in that individuals that feel 

marginalized feel pulled by both cultures. Psychological problems may manifest 

because they internalize the attitudes and beliefs of both groups (Tizard & Phoenix, 

2002). 

 Past research on biracial identity has concluded that biracial individuals have 

more psychological and emotional problems due to their ambiguous racial makeup. 

Some of these stereotypes are that biracial individuals are socially inept and cannot “fit 

in” comfortably in any one racial group; biracial individuals lack culture; biracial 

individuals are destined to have social and psychological problems associated with 

racial identity. In addition biracial individuals are seen as the “marginal man”, neither 

accepted in majority communities nor fully accepted in minority communities (Shih & 

Sanchez, 2005, Campbell & Eggerling-Boeck, 2006). One of the more prevalent 

stereotypes about biracial individuals is that they always “choose” to identify with the 

race of the parent of color (Nitardy, 2004).  

Multiracial people experience a pressure for being a person of color and by 

people of color. It is unfortunate that people of color that have been stigmatized and 

oppressed by the dominant group by applying the same restrictions of the one-drop rule 

to determine belonging or to establish “legitimate” membership (Root, 1992).  In 

addition, the African American community may marginalize the biracial child because 

his or her allegiance cannot be readily assessed. Root describes the process as being 
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twofold: “(a) the threatening perception that partial membership in a valued racial group 

may offer choices regarding loyalty and affiliation, and (b) historical hostility toward 

African Americans and multiracial people of African descent who, through the 

exploitation of their ambiguous phenotype, sought to take advantage of white society by 

denying, mystifying, or concealing their heritage” (Root, 1992).  

According to the sociologist Robert Park, marginality is not necessarily negative. 

He argues that some of the positive benefits of marginality include being a “citizen of the 

world” and “being a border crosser.” Both celebrate and rejoice in the ability of the 

biracial person to access a myriad of cultures and races (Tizard & Phoenix, 2002) 

 

Psychological Problems 

 Biracial individuals are said to be more vulnerable to psychological problems due 

to their ambiguous racial identity. Related to this is the question asked: “What about the 

children?” Psychologists and sociologists of the past claimed that since biracial youth 

will be shunned by both races they may face psychological problems that include: 

depression, problem behaviors, poor peer relations, poor school performance, and low 

self-esteem. In addition, biracial individuals are also predicted to suffer from personality 

problems, such as moodiness, hypersensitivity, irritability, low self-confidence, self-hate, 

insecurity, and defensiveness (Shih & Sanchez, 2005).   

 Previous research has argued that biracial individuals have social and 

psychological problems because they have failed to achieve a singular Black identity. 

These individuals may not necessarily feel that they themselves to have a problem with 

their racial identity, but are nonetheless, referred to counseling and perceived by others 
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as the “tragic mulatto” (Rockquemore & Brunsma, 2004b). Others are more likely to 

believe that biracial people have racial identity problems if they hold historical racial 

attitudes, such as the one-drop rule.  Buckley and Carter (2004) cite Winn and Priest 

(1993) in stating that biracial individuals may have social and psychological problems 

because their parents did not fully prepare them for the realities of prejudice and racism 

(Buckley & Carter, 2004). 

 Studies of the past should be reviewed to learn from and not make the same 

mistakes when assessing biracial youth for psychological problems. For example, 

Romano (2003) suggests that these assumptions about biracial youth were based upon 

the fears that the purity of the family may be altered. Interracial marriages could end 

through divorce and the White partner could reenter White society. However, having a 

biracial child is not easily remedied. Whether kept a secret or not from society, the 

family knew that their “pure” White family was forever stained by the existence of the 

biracial child.  

 Before making this assumption for all biracial individuals, one need to consider 

that there is great variance within the biracial category (Campbell & Eggerling-Boeck, 

2006; Shih & Sanchez, 2005).  Before making judgments about biracial youth, one of 

the most important factors to consider is that most studies used to assess biracial 

youths’ mental health were based on clinical studies rather than on general populations 

(Tizard and Phoenix, 2002). 

 

Well-Being 

 Previous research on the self-esteem of biracial individuals’ has been mixed. 
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Some studies suggest that biracial adolescents tend to have higher or lower levels of 

self-esteem than monoracial adolescents, and others indicated no differences in self-

esteem (Bracey, Bamaca, Umana-Taylor, 2004). Findings in Bracey, Bamaca, and 

Umana-Taylor’s (2004) study indicated that the biracial adolescents had higher levels of 

ethnic identity than White adolescents and lower levels of ethnic identity than Blacks. 

This study also implies that biracial individuals had significantly lower self-esteem than 

Black adolescents. They conclude that this may be due to factors such as strong 

community support and “resilience against discrimination”. Bracey, Bamaca, and 

Umana-Taylor (2004) found that when compared to peers of other ethnicities, biracial 

children had lower scores due to their racial confusion and lack of commitment or 

inconsistency about their feelings concerning their ethnicity. 

  However, this is not to say that all biracial individuals have low levels of self-

esteem. Individuals who are competent in multiple cultures have a broader base of 

social support, more positive attitudes toward both cultures, and a strong sense of 

personal identity and efficacy (Bracey, Bamaca, Umana-Taylor, 2004). Findings from 

studies by Shih and Sanchez (2005) and Campbell and Eggerling-Boeck (2006) 

suggest that biracial individuals tend to be just as well-adjusted as monoracial 

individuals on most psychological outcomes. Shih and Sanchez (2005) have concluded 

that there is little evidence suggesting that multiracial individuals are dissatisfied, 

unhappy, or uncomfortable with their racial identity. Shih and Sanchez contend that 

multiracial individuals do not devaluate their multiracial identity. 

The only studies to report serious personality and identity problems in mixed-

parentage children are clinical studies. These studies of children are noticed because of 
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their problems as opposed to children found through schools or community networks 

(Tizard & Phoenix, 2002). 

 Current research has refuted the aforementioned stereotypes. In addition, early 

clinical research on biracial people emphasized negative consequences of being the 

offspring of an interracial union. Root (1992) pointed out that racist and antimiscegenist 

attitudes motivated much of the early research (Gillem, Cohn, & Throne, 2001). It was 

previously believed that biracial individuals were psychologically torn and that identifying 

as biracial produced negative consequences, such as a divided loyalty. However, the 

majority of these previous studies have been based on clinical samples, which calls into 

question whether the findings can be generalized to nonclinical samples. In fact, 

research conducted on nonclinical samples has portrayed biracial youths as self-

confident and well adjusted (Suzuki-Crumly & Hyers, 2004, Campell & Eggerling-Boeck, 

2006). 

 Recent research suggests that biracial individuals have similar self-esteem levels 

and experience psychiatric problems at no greater rate when compared to other 

children. The racial identity of children from the same multiracial family can vary. 

Biracial children may develop a public identity with the minority race yet also hold a 

private biracial identity with family and friends. Research with nonclinical samples has 

offered positive portrayals of biracial youngsters as self-confident, creative, and well-

adjusted when raised with a supportive family, and when the neighborhood, social 

network, and schools are integrated (Gillem, Cohn, & Throne, 2001). In addition, biracial 

individuals are said to possess a “broader and more objective view of society than that 

of nonmarginal persons” (Campbell & Eggerling-Boeck, 2006). Biracial individuals who 
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possess a true biracial identity and are raised in an environment incorporating the 

values and beliefs of both racial groups are generally happier than biracial individuals 

who identify with the race of only one parent (Nitardy, 2004). Jaret and Reitzes (1999) 

suggest that there is evidence that even young children can possess a strong and 

positive multiracial identity of both parents’ racial-ethnic backgrounds. 

 Instead of forcing biracial people to choose, current research suggests that it is 

better to support biracial people in exploring both sides of their heritage in order to 

develop positive biracial identities and healthy psychological adjustment. In fact, taking 

on a biracial identity is related to a more positive sense of self, fewer psychological 

problems, and greater self-confidence than adopting a monoracial label (Gillem, Cohn, 

& Throne, 2001; Suzuki-Crumly & Hyers, 2004, Rockquemore & Brunsma, 2004). 

 Current research no longer assesses biracial identity formation and psychological 

well-being according to Black or singular identity models. Instead, biracial people are 

seen as an entirely separate racial category (Rockquemore & Brunsma, 2004b). 

Bracey, Bamaca, and Umana-Taylor (2004) looked at the psychological well-being of 

biracial individuals, specifically, how ethnic identity relates to self-esteem. They defined 

self-esteem as “a personal judgment of worthiness that is expressed in the attitudes the 

individual holds towards himself.” 

 A strong and positive biracial identity can be achieved if parents make a 

concerted effort to racially socialize their child. These biracial children are more likely to 

have higher rates of academic success, develop a stronger self-esteem, and have lower 

rates of disciplinary problems (Rockquemore & Laszoffy, 2005). A strong positive 

biracial identity can also be achieved if the biracial child receives validation from others 
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and resolve his or her identity.  When the child is able to accept the realities of his or her 

mixed background, the more likely he or she is to be cognitively and emotionally healthy 

(Rockquemore & Laszoffy, 2005). It is also beneficial for parents and children of an 

interracial household to become politically active. Herring, Jankowski, and Brown (1999) 

suggest that ethnic identification, and in this case, identifying with other multiracial 

individuals in pursuit of fulfilling civic obligations will provide the child and family with 

psychological resources. 

 

Media 

Would positive portrayals (role models) of biracial individuals in the media (i.e. 

television, movies, and literature) enhance a biracial individual’s self-concept and self-

esteem?  Images of biracial individuals are rarely presented in the media. The media is 

a globalized tool used to inform and entertain citizens. Biracial individuals may still 

perceive themselves as the “other” because they are often not represented in the 

media. Actor and actresses that are biracial or multiracial often portray monoracial 

characters, which may instill into the consciousnesses of biracial individuals that they 

have to “choose” a singular racial category in order to be accepted. The purpose of this 

study is to assess how the media portrays those with a biracial identity.  

 

Appearance and Skin Color 

 Skin color is not only an important factor in mate selection. It is also an important 

factor in the media. Historically, mulattos and other light-skinned Blacks played 

Latino(as) and Whites played mulattos (Russell, Wilson & Hall, 1992). When mulatto 
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actors and actresses, such as Lena Horne and Jane White, tried to play Black, they 

looked as though they were playing blackface. Many Blacks were suspicious about 

mulattos and often questioned their authenticity (Korgen, 1998) However, they still 

adopted White standards of beauty. This ideal has been reflected in the media. 

Actresses often have light skin, straight hair, and fine features (Korgen, 1998).  

 More people of color are now represented in the media. Movies with themes 

relating to racial and ethnic concerns have been made.  In addition, more “ethnically 

ambiguous media figures are gaining greater cultural visibility” (Belran, 2005). 

Interestingly, White actors are modifying their appearances to look more “ethnic” by 

means of plastic surgery. Racial heterogeneous films satisfy both the demands of those 

wanting more ethnic representation and those who are hesitantly accepting change. 

Multiracial actors may make it easier for hesitant individuals to swallow changes in 

America’s population and in the media. Multiracial actors are somewhere between 

White and Black. However, some argue that multiracial actors and actresses are 

replacing “ethnic bodies in the process” (Belran, 2005). Instead, of using monoracial 

actors or actresses to fill roles, multiracial actors and actresses are chosen.  

 

Racial Identity in Media 

 A number of mixed-race celebrities have claimed a blended or biracial identity. 

Some which include Mariah Carey, Paula Abdul, and Derek Jeter (Rockquemore & 

Laszoffy, 2005). A few successful biracial actors and actresses have “passed for White”. 

These actors and actresses include Keanu Reeves, Jennifer Rubin, and Jennifer Tilly.  

Halle Berry, a very successful actress, claims a singular Black identity (Belran, 2005).  
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Halle Berry explains her racial identity “choice” by stating that her mother “insisted that 

she identify as black, since she would be ‘looked at as black’” (Project Race, 2002). 

Other famous biracial individuals include Lenny Kravitz and Tiger Woods. These media 

figures have different perspectives when it comes to racial identity.  Lenny Kravitz 

argues that biracial individuals should “get over their issues because we are all black.” 

Tiger Woods embraces his mixed-race heritage and created his own term to describe 

his background, “Cablinasian.” Tiger Woods is also an advocate for a multiracial 

category on government forms (Project Race, 2002). Wentworth Miller is a relatively 

new actor in the industry. Miller has a very fair complexion with fine features. In the 

Human Stain, Miller plays a young biracial man who chooses to pass for White to be 

able to live a more privileged life. Miller also plays a White man in the television show 

“Prison Break.” When asked about his choice in roles, Miller stated “race of the 

character matters only if race matters in the movie” (Mixed Media Watch, 2006). This 

statement is representative of a person with a transcendent identity. 

 

Youth  

 Today’s youth are, more than ever, impacted by the media. The media has 

become a significant factor of how youth are socialized in America. Werle (2006) reports 

that “children and adolescents aged 2-18 years spent an average of 5 hours 47 minutes 

a day with electronic media, while spending only 44 minutes a day with print media” (p. 

156). The media influences the individual’s appearance and behavior (i.e. fashion 

trends and violent behavior) (Werle, G., 2006). The media also influences the meaning 

individuals place on objects, including themselves and other people (Hobbs, 2005). 
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Industry executives have taken notice (Belran, 2005). This cohort has become 

increasingly racially diverse with a growing number of biracial and multiracial 

individuals. As tallied by the 1999 U.S. Census, almost 36 percent of Americans 

eighteen and younger fell under the racial classification of non-White. Because of this, 

there has been a large shift in actors and actresses in box-office draws. Younger 

Americans are living during a time where ethnic and racial minorities have gained 

political and commercial power relative to previous decades. In comparison to their 

older counterparts, younger Americans have a “more open approach to matters of race 

and ethnicity” (Belran, 2005).  

 Lawson (2002) suggests that the media is used by youth “for information about 

other ethnic groups and these portrayals may influence their attitudes about those 

groups” (p. 233).  The media is such a large part American culture and youth are large 

consumers of it. Therefore, it is necessary to analyze how the mass media has 

portrayed minority groups, and if necessary, remedy problems of these portrayals 

(Korgen, 1998).   

 

Stereotypes in Media 

 Lawson’s (2002) study, results indicated that with a few exceptions, minorities 

have been underrepresented in the mass media. If there is a person of color 

represented, he or she is usually portrayed in stereotypical roles, as an athlete, a 

worker in lower class occupations, or someone poorly educated. The researcher also 

found that African American men were also portrayed by the media as “hypermasculine 

or menacing” (Korgen, 1998). Lawson (2002) also stated that people of color often were 
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represented only when White individuals were portrayed. She describes this as 

“tokenism”. White individuals are needed to “validate the presence” of people of color 

(Korgen, 1998, p. 231). 

 Biracial people have also been portrayed in the media. However, it has usually 

been in the form of the “tragic mulatto”, “a character torn to the point of derangement 

between his desire to be White and the certainty that society regarded him as Black” 

(Spikard, 1989, p. 254). This message discouraging the mixing of races can be seen in 

the movies Lost Boundaries (1949), Pinky (1949), Imitation of Life (1934) and (1959) 

(Russell, Wilson & Hall, 1992). Today, famous biracial people, such as Mariah Carey, 

are still questioned about their legitimacy or exploitation of their racial ambiguity for 

personal gain. For example, a particular comedian made jokes in the past about Carey’s 

ability to cash in on her Blackness when her mainstream pop music was no longer 

popular (Mixed Media Watch, 2006). 

 The media has also influenced Black youth. Singer (1973) reported that Black 

teenagers were more likely than Whites to believe that television depicts life as it 

actually is. Singer explained this finding by stating that poor integration has caused 

Black youth to use media as a means to connect to the rest of society. Some biracial 

youth are pressured to “choose” a race. Most believe that they can only be Black 

according to the one-drop rule. Without personal interactions with a variety of Black 

individuals, these youths are likely to adopt Black characteristics and stereotypes 

frequently portrayed in the media. On the other hand, some biracial youth may not want 

to adopt a singular Black identity because they are constantly bombarded with negative 

messages about Blackness and what it means to be Black. The media fails to represent 



   

 50

diversity of the Black experience and often focuses on crime, poverty, and 

entertainment (Rockquemore & Laszoffy, 2005). 

 

Residence and Stereotypes 

 Media can and does influence how individuals perceive ethnic and racial 

minorities. Historically, the media has portrayed urban communities as dangerous 

(Singer, 1973). Gillman, Valentino, and Beckman (2002) found that when Whites living 

in white homogenous neighborhoods were exposed to negative racial stereotypes of 

Blacks in the news, they wanted more punitive policies to address crime. Conversely, 

Whites living in heterogeneous neighborhoods were not affected by exposure to 

stereotypes because they have had various types of interactions with Blacks.  Sigelman 

and Welsh (1993) explain that because they lack firsthand information whites living in a 

homogeneous setting base their opinions and beliefs upon the media. 
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THEORY 

 This research is guided by symbolic interactionism. Symbolic interaction will be 

used to describe some of the processes of biracial identity formation, and specifically, 

how image shapes reality.  I contend that symbolic interactionism would provide a 

through explanation of racial identity. Symbolic interactionism assumes that “human 

beings are symbol-using animals who collectively give meaning to the objects, events, 

and situations that make up their lives” (Korgen, 1998, p. 4). Persons perceive 

themselves and their roles in society according to how they are viewed by people with 

whom they interact. It is through communicating with others that individuals understand 

who they are and how they fit into society (Korgen, 1998).  This theory can also be 

applied to race. The meaning of race is created by humans and can change depending 

on the time and place of the situation (Korgen, 1998). We see ourselves as we imagine 

others see us. For a biracial youth who is discovering and developing his or her own 

identity, this may have a tremendous impact. If the biracial youth imagines others 

perceive him or her as Black, he or she may develop a singular Black identity. 

 Cooley’s the looking glass-self states that people understand their racialized 

selves according to their placement in the “society and social ecology of the 

environment in which they are raised” (Root, 1992). Individuals see themselves through 

the lens of others, usually those being the dominant group and monoracially identified 

minority groups (Root, 1996). Biracial individuals may also feel pressure from Whites 

and Blacks for not “fitting in.” This pressure may not directly come from members of 

these groups, but from the biracial person’s perception of how he or she is being 

judged. Another issue that biracial people may face is monoracial people’s inability to 
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place them with a certain racial category. Because of this, the biracial person may have 

no identity or may be labeled with an incorrect identity, in which only one part of their 

racial heritage is acknowledged (Root, 1996). 

 Problems may arise during a biracial person’s identity formation if the youth is 

bombarded with negative images and messages about his or her heritage. Internalized 

oppression may occur if the biracial individual believes those messages and evaluates 

him or herself in those terms that devalue his or her very existence (Rockquemore & 

Laszoffy, 2005). Internalized oppression results in feelings of shame and the disowning 

of Blackness. Another problem that may develop during a biracial youth’s identity 

formation is marginality. Marginality is attributed to Georg Simmel’s examination of the 

“stranger.” Simmel explains that like a biracial person, the stranger is part of a group, 

but not yet a full member of it (Korgen, 1998). “There are two primary aspects of 

marginality: (1) feeling unable to “fit in”—being from, but not of, two exclusive societies 

and (2) having a more objective or “cosmopolitan” view of society than monoracial 

Americans” (Korgen, 1998, p. 70). Biracial individuals may perceive themselves as not 

being able to fit in to either part of their racial background, but they have the ability to 

see from different points of view because of their mixed heritage. 
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HYPOTHESES 

 The media is an important contributor on how we place meaning on things, 

including people (Hobbs, 2005). The media helps shape and form our values and 

beliefs, including race. The discussion in the literature review suggests that historically, 

skin color has limited actors and actresses to certain roles. It is unclear if the changing 

times have eased some racist attitudes in the film industry allowing biracial actors and 

actors to play a variety of races. The media has infiltrated into the lives of many 

Americans influencing the way that individuals view people of other groups. The media 

can act as a source of information correcting stereotypes and misconceptions by 

depicting accurate representations of its viewers (Hobbs, 2005). 

 Another question this study is investigating is whether old stereotypes of biracial 

individuals are still perpetuated in current media. In particular, if those stereotypes are 

related to the one-drop rule. The one-drop rule states that a person with any Black 

ancestry is Black. Biracial individuals with an appearance that suggests that he or she is 

Black will be classified as being Black.  If the actor has a dark appearance, he or she is 

likely to play a Black character, and this character will more likely have negative 

characteristics such as a higher tendency to be violent and a lower ability to contribute 

than characters with darker skin. Characters with darker skin are also more likely to be 

perceived as less attractive and less friendly than characters with lighter skin. Actresses 

with lighter skin are more likely to play in leading roles than actresses with dark skin. 

Conversely, actors with dark skin are more likely to play in leading roles than actors with 

light skin. Because of these aforementioned characteristics, characters with lighter skin 
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are more likely to have higher overall positive portrayal scores than characters with dark 

skin.  

  Concerning biracial individuals, the media has typically depicted them as the 

“tragic mulatto” with psychological problems because of their confusion related to their 

racial background. This study will assess if this generalization occurs in contemporary 

media. If the media continuous portrayal of biracial characters in historical types 

predicts biracial characters are more likely to be described as having mental illnesses 

than black characters. In addition, skin color limits actors and actresses to certain roles. 

Women are valued by their appearance. When race interacts with gender it can be 

suggested that actresses with light skin are considered to more attractive than women 

with darker skin because they are closer to the White standard of beauty. Hollywood 

accommodates to, or maybe perpetuates this standard, which leads to placing 

actresses into certain roles according to those standards. Because of this, actresses 

with lighter complexions will play more leading roles than actresses with dark skin.  

 Men are not subjected to such stringent standards of beauty. On the other hand, 

they are valued according to their intelligence, strength, and power or potential power. 

Men with darker skin are thought to be more virile, menacing, and sexier than men with 

lighter skin (Russell, Wilson, and Hall, 1992). Actors with dark skin will play more 

leading roles than actors with light skin.  Characters with dark skin are more likely to 

have lower positive portrayal scores than characters with lighter complexions. According 

to current literature, meanings that people have placed on skin color have not changed 

(Russell, Wilson, & Hall, 1992). Dark skin is still representative of brutishness, 
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ignorance, laziness, and menace. Light skin is associated with intelligence, 

attractiveness, and, refinement. 
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PROCEDURE 

Only movies with Black-White biracial individuals will be analyzed. Research has 

shown that Blacks and Whites have the largest status differences in America. Two 

interrator investigators, both women of color, will watch ten of the same movies. The 

primary investigator will watch the same ten movies. Scores obtained will then be 

calculated for an interrator reliability score. In addition, the primary investigator will 

watch forty movies. The interrator investigators were selected based on their race and 

sex. People of color are more sensitive to issues concerning race. In addition, women 

are subjected to standards of beauty, which has a racial component. It can be argued 

that Black culture holds White standards of beauty. Features that resemble Whiteness 

are considered beautiful (Rockquemore & Brunsma, 2004b). In this study, each 

investigator will watch movies and report responses on a previously constructed table 

(Appendix A). Lists of biracial actors and actresses can be found at 

www.mixedfolks.com  The categories included in this study are:1) perceived race; 2) 

character’s race; 3) skin color; 4) likeability; 5) sex appeal; 6) ability to contribute; 7) 

ability to be violent; 8) mental health; 9) overall positive portrayal score; and negative 

portrayal score.  

When the actor or actress first appears on screen, the investigator will record her 

perception of the actor’s or actress’s race on the table. The available options are: 1) 

White; 2) Black; 3) Biracial/Multiracial; 4) Other (e.g., Hispanic ethnicity, Asian, and 

Native American); 5) Unable to Specify. Next, the investigator will continue to watch the 

movie and decide the character’s race using the same choices used to record her 

perception of the actor’s or actress race. Skin color will also be analyzed. Skin color is 

http://www.mixedfolks.com/
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historically a contributing factor to privilege. Blacks with lighter skin, particularly women, 

received better treatment than Blacks with darker skin. Skin color is measured on the 

following gradient: 1) light; 2) medium; 3) dark. Although the perception of skin color is 

arbitrary skin color was categorized as “light” if the character could pass the “paper bag 

test” of having a complexion of or lighter than a paper bag. “Medium” skin color 

determined if the character had skin color dark than a paper bag and lighter than 

chocolate. Characters with “chocolate” skin color or darker would be considerer “dark.” 

  In addition, the investigators will watch films with that actor or actress in it in 

effort to observe the previously mentioned characteristics. Likeability measures the 

character’s pleasantness or if the investigator could be a friend of the character. 

Likeability will be measured using a Likert scale, 1 representing strong dislike and 7 

representing strong like. Attractiveness is included on the table because biracial women 

have historical been described as exotic. Attractiveness is another subjective measure 

also measured on a Likert scale from 1 to 7. The investigator will mark one if she does 

not find the actor or actress attractive and seven if she finds the actor or actress very 

attractive. Ability to contribute measures the investigator’s opinion if the character 

contributes to his or her family, neighborhood, or society. Examples of “ability to 

contribute” include sharing values with children, starting a business that promotes unity 

and the community and creativity, and teaching. Another characteristic that is measured 

is ability to be violent. This characteristic is measured on a 1 to 7 scale. One means that 

the character is not violent and seven means that the character is very violent. 

Examples of “ability to be violent” include physically, emotional, verbally abusing 

another person, harming one’s self, brandishing a gun, and threatening others.  Mental 
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health is a characteristic that is observed and measured in this study because previous 

studies have concluded that biracial individuals inherently have psychological problems 

because they have unstable racial identities. Mental health has no specific definition, 

but is related to what the general population considers “normal” for that specific time 

and place. Mental health is measured from 1 to 7, one being poor mental health and 

seven representing healthy mental well-being. Examples of poor mental health include 

expressions of deviant behavior such as, drug use, suicidal behavior, prostitution, and, 

depression. 

An overall portrayal score is used to measure the character’s portrayal 

throughout the entire movie. The overall positive portrayal score measures if the 

character was shown in a positive manner throughout the movie. The character could 

have been depicted negatively in some parts, but if the character was depicted 

positively for a majority of the movie, that character would have a somewhat high 

“positive portrayal score.” This is measured on a Likert scale, 1 representing a 

consistent negative portrayal throughout the movie and 7 representing a consistent 

positive portrayal throughout the movie. Overall Negative Portrayal Score is also 

included. This characteristic is added to offset bias in the wording of “overall positive 

portrayal score.” The investigator may be lead to only think of the character in a positive 

manner because of the aforementioned wording. Overall negative portrayal score is 

measured from 1 to 7,1 representing a consistent positive portrayal throughout the 

movie and 7 representing a consistent negative portrayal throughout the movie. 
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Interrator Reliability Scores 

 Interrator reliability scores were used to assess whether the tool being used in 

this study produces similar results among different investigators (Appendix C). Ten 

items were evaluated using analysis of variance (ANOVA), which includes: ability to 

contribute, attractiveness, character’s race, likeability, mental health, perceived race, 

skin color, ability to be violent, overall negative portrayal, and overall positive portrayal. 

Excluding outliers, interrator reliability scores ranged from .852 to 1.00. Outliers include 

attractiveness, which had a significance score of .612. This score may be due to the fact 

that attractiveness is very subjective with individuals valuing certain characteristics more 

than others. Another outlier included mental health. This item produced a significance 

score of .751. Varying scores may have results because there is no agreed upon 

definition about what is mental illness or what is mental health. The final outlier is overall 

positive portrayal score with a significance score of .775. Many factors may have 

contributed to this score, one being a previous knowledge of the actor or actress and his 

or her work. 

 

Data Analysis 

  Content analysis was used in this study. Throughout the movie the investigators 

coded the character’s race. Investigator’s were advised not to specify race if racial 

ambiguity persists. Somewhere in the movie, the character’s race must be specifically 

mentioned if any confusion occurs. Otherwise, the investigator recorded the character’s 

race based on the context of the movie (i.e. culture, residence, race of other characters, 

etc.). This could be classified as manifest content. Race is simply recorded as it is 
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revealed in the movie. The advantages of this method are its ease and reliability. The 

disadvantage of this method is that validity is sacrificed. To combat this limitation, latent 

content was also analyzed. Each movie was analyzed for its underlying meaning 

through the characteristics listed in the table (likeability, sex appeal, ability to contribute, 

ability to be violent, mental health, overall positive portrayal, and overall negative 

portrayal). The costs of coding latent content are reliability and specificity. This problem 

is resolved by applying definitions and standards to each characteristic being measured.  

 The variables were nominal. Descriptive analysis, bivariate analysis, ANOVAs 

(analysis of variance), and t-tests were used to analyze the results. Descriptive statistics 

were used to find the means, standard deviations, medians, and modes of each 

variable. Bivariate analysis is used to compare two variables. ANOVAs will be used to 

compare means of variables. Differences in means of variables was measured using t-

tests. 

 

Results and Discussion 

 The purpose of this study was to investigate the impact of skin color on racial 

identity and how these identities are portrayed in the media. Twelve items were 

analyzed by using content analysis. These items includes attractiveness, ability to 

contribute, likeability, mental health, movie type, overall negative portrayal score, overall 

positive portrayal score, character’s race, perceived race, role played, skin color, and 

ability to be violent.  Dramas were the most watched movie genre. The mean score for 

attractiveness was 5.3 indicating the character to be above average in attractiveness. 

Characters had an above average ability to contribute demonstrated with a mean of 5.6. 
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The mean score for likeability was 5.2 indicating that the character was somewhat liked. 

Biracial characters played, on average, were mentally stable demonstrated with an 

average of 5.9. Past research argued that biracial individuals will face a mental illness 

because of their inability to claim a singular, usually black racial identity.   

  An overall negative portrayal score of 2.2 indicated that characters were 

consistently shown in a more positive way than in a negative way. This also was also 

demonstrated with the overall positive portrayal variable. The mean score was 5.4 

indicating a more positive portrayal overall than a negative portrayal. The mode for 

character’s race was 2.0, which represents black.  The perceived race of actors and 

actresses was biracial. This disparity may be due to the lack of biracial characters and 

the one-drop rule, which states that if a person has any Black ancestry, he or she is 

Black. These biracial actors and actresses were more likely to have medium skin tones 

and be in supporting roles than in leading roles. The ability to be violent score was an 

average of 1.8 signifying that characters had very few violent tendencies. 

 The first question was in reference to skin color and actors or actresses ability to 

play certain roles (see Table 1). Bivariate analysis revealed that actors with medium 

skin tones were more likely to have leading roles than characters with light or dark skin. 

Fifty percent of leading actors have medium skin tones. Of supporting actors, 80% have 

either medium or dark skin.  Among women, 60% of leading actresses have medium 

skin tones and 53% of supporting actresses have light skin tones. This result was not 

significant at the .05 level for men or women, although the p-value for women is half that 

of the men’s. This result is consistent with Korgen’s (1998) study that stated that 

although lighter skin is more desirable than dark skin, medium skin tones are the most 
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preferred. Individuals with light skin had to prove their legitimacy and were judged 

because of a perceived privilege. 

Table 1 
Percentage Distribution of Roles Played by Skin Color and Gender 

Skin Color Gender Role Played 
Light Medium Dark 

Leading  25.0% 
(1) 

50.0% 
(2) 

25.0% 
(1) 

Supporting 20.0% 
(4) 

40.0% 
(8) 

40.0% 
(8) Men 

Total 20.8% 
(5) 

41.7% 
(10) 

37.5% 
(9) 

Leading 33.3% 
(5) 

60.0% 
(9) 

6.7% 
(1) 

Supporting 53.2% 
(25) 

42.6% 
(20) 

4.3% 
(2) 

Women 

Total 100.0% 
(30) 

100.0% 
(29) 

100.0% 
(3) 

Note.  Men: chi sq.=.320, df=2, p<.852; Women: chi sq.= 1.80, df=2, p<.406. 
 

 The following question concerned how character’s race relates to overall positive 

portrayal scores. Table 2 indicates that there is not a difference in mean scores for 

biracial, Black, other, not stated categories for race. Table 3 shows that there is a not a 

difference in mean scores between biracial and Black when the independent variable is 

perceived race. 

Table 2 
Means, Standard Deviations, and One-Way Analyses of Variance (ANOVAs) for Effects 
of Overall Positive Portrayal Score on Character’s Race 

Variable M SD F p 
Character’s Race   1.32 .273 
Biracial 5.57 .888   
Black 5.18 1.38   
Other 5.64 1.35   
Not Stated 5.38 1.32   
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Table 3 
Means, Standard Deviations, and t-Test for Equality of Means for Effects of Overall 
Positive Portrayal Score on Perceived Race 

Variable M SD t p 

Perceived Race   1.09 .279 
Biracial 5.59 1.00   
Black 5.29 1.41   
 
 
 The same question was investigated using different language: How does 

character’s race and perceived race relate to overall negative portrayal scores? All 

characters are portrayed in a positive manner when character’s race is the independent 

variable (Table 4). Table 5 indicates that when the dependent variable is perceived 

race, the difference in means are marginally significant (p<.07). Black characters have a 

higher overall negative portrayal score mean than biracial characters demonstrating that 

Black characters are more likely to be portrayed in a negative light than biracial 

characters. Lawson’s (2002) study describes representation of race in the media. 

Historically, if a person of color was represented, he or she was not portrayed in the 

best light, but in stereotypical roles. This may provide some insight as to why Black 

characters have lower overall positive portrayal scores than biracial characters. 

Table 4 
Means, Standard Deviations, and One-Way Analyses of Variance (ANOVAs) for Effects 
of Overall Negative Portrayal Score on Character’s Race 

Variable M SD F p 
Character’s Race   2.25 .112 
Biracial  1.82 1.11   
Black 2.51 1.75   
Other 1.76 1.39   
Not Stated 2.20 1.60   
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Table 5 
Means, Standard Deviations, t-Test for Equality of Means for Effects of Overall Negative 
Portrayal Score on Perceived Race 

Variable M SD t p 
Perceived Race   -1.80 .077 
Biracial 1.84    
Black 2.45    
 
 
 The next question to be investigated is whether skin color limits actresses to 

certain roles. Table 6 indicates that leading roles are played by actresses with medium 

skin tones more often than actresses with light or dark skin tones at 31%. Actresses 

with light skin are likely to play a supporting role at 83%. This is also true for actresses 

with dark skin at 76%.  Actresses with light skin often had their authenticity questioned. 

However, the lighter skin and angular features of actresses with medium skin tones 

were idealized. This can still be seen in today’s media with actresses such as, Halle 

Berry and Thandie Newton (Korgen, 1998).  

Table 6 
Percentage Distribution of Roles Played by Women and Skin Color 

Skin Color Role Played 
Light Medium Dark 

Leading 16.7% 
(5) 

31.0% 
(9) 

33.3% 
(1) 

Supporting 83.3% 
(25) 

69.0% 
(20) 

75.8% 
(2) 

Total 100.0% 
(30) 

100.0% 
(29) 

100.0% 
(3) 

Note. Chi sq=1.90, df=2, p<.406. 
 

 Tables 7 and 8 represent attractiveness by character’s race and perceived race, 

respectively. Character’s races of biracial, Black, “other,” and “not stated” did not 
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produce significant difference in means. Perceived races, however, did. Biracial 

characters were rated to be more attractive than Black characters with means of 5.58 

and 5.08, respectively. This result supports the literature stating that biracial individuals 

are perceived to more attractive or exotic than non-mixed Black individuals.  

Table 7 
Means, Standard Deviations, and One-Way Analyses of Variance (ANOVAs) for Effects 
of Attractiveness by Character’s Race 

Variable M SD F p 
Character’s Race   .407 .667 
Biracial 5.42 .900   
Black 5.24 1.07   
Other 5.44 .712   
Not Stated 5.33 .951   
 
 
Table 8 
Means, Standard Deviations, and t-Test for Equality of Means for Effects of 
Attractiveness by Perceived Race 

Variable M SD t p 
Perceived Race   2.29 .026 
Biracial 5.58 .690   
Black 5.08 1.16   
 
 
 Table 9 and 10 presents ability to contribute by character’s race and perceived 

race, respectively.  When character’s race is the independent, results are not significant. 

When perceived race is the independent variable, results are significant. Biracial 

characters had higher means than Black characters indicating that biracial characters 

are perceived to have a higher ability to contribute than black characters (Table 10). 

This result is not surprising because the media has historically stereotyped urban 
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communities as dangerous (Singer, 1973). Currently, the media glamorizes these 

stereotypes in movies and music videos (Rockquemore and Laszoffy, 2005). Rarely, 

are biracial characters represented and when they are, they typically are battling 

becoming the “tragic mulatto” rather than feared of becoming a criminal (Spikard, 1989). 

Table 9 
Means, Standard Deviations, and One-Way Analyses of Variance (ANOVAs) for Effects 
of Ability to Contribute by Character’s Race 

Variable M SD F p 
Character’s Race   1.27 .287 
Biracial 5.75 .621   
Black 5.35 1.60   
Other 5.84 .987   
Not Stated 5.55 1.35   
 
 
Table 10 
Means, Standard Deviations, and t-Test for Equality of Means for Effects of Ability to 
Contribute by Perceived Race 

Variable M SD t p 
Perceived Race   2.48 .016 
Biracial 5.91 5.91   
Black 5.16 5.16   
 
 
 In Tables 11 and 12 likeability by character’s race and perceived race are shown 

correspondingly. When character’s race is the independent variable, results are not 

significant at the .05 level. Results are significant when perceived race is the 

independent variable. Table 12 shows that biracial characters are more liked than Black 

characters with means of 5.69 and 4.78, in turn. Explanation for this result is similar to 

the question referring to violence. Since the media has typically portrayed Blacks in a 

stereotypical manner, this may affect how individuals may perceive Blacks in a 
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superficial way. In addition, Gillman, Valentino, and Beckmann (2002) contend that 

without first-hand knowledge of other ethnicities, individuals will base their perception 

upon the media.  

Table 11 
Means, Standard Deviation, and One-Way Analyses of Variance (ANOVAs) for Effect of 
Likeability by Character’s Race 

Variable M SD F p 
Perceived Race   1.87 .160 
Biracial 5.58 .793   
Black 5.00 1.41   
Other 5.52 1.19   
Not Stated 5.23 1.30   
 
Table 12 
Means, Standard Deviation, and t-Test for Equality for Means for Effect of Likeability by 
Perceived Race 

Variable M SD t p 
Perceived Race   3.23 .002 
Biracial 5.69 .874   
Black 4.78 1.51   
 
 
 Tables 13 and 14 portray ability to be violent by skin color. Both independent 

variables of character’s race and perceived race were not significant at the .05 level.  

Table 13 
Means, Standard Deviation, and One-Way Analyses of Variance (ANOVAs) for Effect of 
Ability to be Violent by Character’s Race 

Variable M SD F p 
Perceived Race   1.18 .313 
Biracial 1.17 .389   
Black 1.92 1.59   
Other 1.76 1.69   
Not Stated 1.77 1.52   
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Table 14 
Means, Standard Deviation, and t-Test for Equality of Means for Effect of Ability to be 
Violent by Perceived Race 

Variable M SD F p 
Perceived Race   -.749 .456 
Biracial 1.62 1.37   
Black 1.86 1.53   
 
 
 Table 15 illustrates skin color by character’s race. Differences of means are 

significant at the .05 level. Significant differences in means can be found between 

biracial and Black, 1.33 and 1.90 respectively. The same result occurred when 

perceived race was the dependent variable. This result is significant at the .001 level 

(Table 16). Skin color is a determining factor in whether one’s racial identity will be 

validated (Rockquemore and Brunsma, 2004b). It is difficult to believe that a person with 

a dark skin tone could play White as it is to believe a person with light skin could play 

Black. This result may suggest that one’s perception of race is more salient than one’s 

actual race.  

Table 15 
Means, Standard Deviation, and One-Way Analyses of Variance (ANOVAs) for Effect of 
Skin Color by Character’s Race 

Variable M SD F p 
Perceived Race   3.47 .020 
Biracial 1.33 .779   
Black 1.90 .621   
Other 2.00 1.00   
Not Stated 1.52 .653   
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Table 16 
Means, Standard Deviation, and One-Way Analyses of Variance (ANOVAs) for Effect of 
Skin Color by Perceived Race 

Variable M SD F p 
Perceived Race   15.6 .000 
Biracial 1.37 .531   
Black 2.18 .609   
Other 1.00 .000   
Not Stated 1.67 .577   
 
 
 The hypothesis that biracial individuals are more likely to be portrayed as having 

poorer mental heath was not supported. Biracial characters were described as having 

good mental health. Whether skin color limits actresses to certain roles was not 

significant at a .05 level. However, results indicated that actresses with light skin did 

play more leading roles than women with dark skin at 33.3% and 6.7%, respectively. 

The next hypotheses were tested to determine whether the media perpetuated 

stereotypes concerning the one drop rule. One particular hypothesis assessed whether 

skin color is related to perceived race. Another related hypothesis measured whether 

skin color is on factor determining character’s race. Both hypotheses were found to be 

significant.  

 The next hypotheses gauges whether the media portray biracial and Black 

characters differently, specifically if Black characters were portrayed more so in a 

negative light than biracial characters. The overall negative portrayal score test when 

perceived race was the independent variable was significant, whereas character’s race 

was not. Ability to be violent did not demonstrate to be a significant factor for either 

character’s race or perceived race. However, ability to contribute was evaluated to show 
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that there are differences between biracial and Black characters. This was only 

significant when perceived race was the independent variable.  

 Old stereotypes demonstrated to be true when considering attractiveness. When 

perceived race was the independent variable, biracial characters were described as 

more attractive than Black characters. This was not significant when character’s race 

was the independent variable. Biracial characters were also found to be more likeable 

than Black characters when perceived race was the independent variable. The 

hypothesis whether overall positive portrayal scores should be higher for biracial 

characters than Black characters was not supported in this study. This may suggest that 

the media is making attempts to rectify old stereotypes. Overall, this study does 

demonstrate that the media portrays biracial and Black characters differently in film. 

One overarching theme from these results implies that the perception of race is more 

salient than one’s actual race. 
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LIMITATIONS 

 There are several limitations in this study. The first limitation concerns the 

methodology used. Content analysis is suggested to be quantitative and limited to text. 

Content analysis is described as being a “reductionistic and ostensively a more 

positivistic approach” (Berg, 2007).  Another limitation that may have affected the study 

is the amount of movies watched. The interrator reliability score may differ depending 

on how many of the same movies were watched between the interrator investigators 

and primary investigator. In addition, the investigators may have previously seen the 

movies or been influenced by other forms of media (e.g., celebrity news shows and 

magazines). This may have biased their perceptions of the actor’s race and the 

character’s race. Unfortunately, some movies could not be located. Another limitation to 

the study was the small number of cases presented.  This reduced the potential of 

finding interesting and significant results.  
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CONCLUSION 

Rockquemore & Brunsma (2002b) succinctly summarize the issue of biracial 

identity by stating “Racial identity in America is not a matter of individual choice but that, 

in fact, the ‘choices’ our respondents make exist within constrained structural 

parameter.” Biracial individuals are forced by others to make a decision about their 

racial identity because America is a Black-White stratified society. This is one 

experience that many monoracial people may never have to face. Because of this 

difference, biracial people are cast out as “others” and are seen as having social and 

psychological problems primarily due to their ambiguous racial background. Biracial 

individuals may not have psychological problems. Society has a problem with them 

because biracial individuals do not fit nicely into well-established racial categories. 

Future research on racial identity formation is needed. Will issues of racial 

identity still be prominent if the government legitimizes “multiracial” as a distinct racial 

category?  Classification of psychological adjustment and maladjustment is based on 

biological as well as sociological definitions. Race has been well established as a social 

construct. Once “multiracial” is designated as a legitimate racial category will clinicians 

and scholars go about their research in a different way?  

Will family therapy help interracial families by providing resources and coping 

strategies to deter societal pressure and stress? Parents have a tremendous impact on 

their children’s values and attitudes. Until racial tensions no longer exist in America, it 

can be predicted that couples in interracial relationships and marriages will undergo 

some stress due societal pressures and racial attitudes. Interracial couples should be 

aware of these potential strains and educate their children about them so that they are 
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better able to defend themselves when they are encountered with challenging 

situations.  

With this research, I hope to expand upon it by watching more movies and 

analyze them using more variables. This will lead to a more definitive conclusion 

whether skin color had an impact on racial identity and how these identities are 

portrayed in the media.  I would like to continue on these lines and survey and possibly 

interview biracial individuals about how the media has impacted their personal racial 

identities. This will provide a deeper understanding about how the media impact biracial 

identity formation.   
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APPENDIX A 

EVALUATION FORM
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Actor Movie Perc 
Race 

Char 
Race 

Men 
Health 

Skin 
Color Like Attract 

Ability 
to 

Contrib 

Ability 
to be 
Viol 

Over 
Pos 
Port 

Over 
Neg 
Port 

Terrance 
Howard Crash 1 2 5 1 5 4 6 4 5 4 

Rachel 
True 

The 
Craft 2 2 4 2 2 6 5 5 4 4 

 
 
Actor = Actor’s name 
Movie = Title of movie 
Perc Race = Perceived race 
Char Race = Character’s race 
Men Health = Mental health 
Like = Likeability 
Attract = Attractiveness 
Ability to Contrib = Ability to contribute 
Ability to be Viol = Ability to be violent 
Over Pos. Port = Overall positive portrayal score 
Over Neg. Port = Overall negative portrayal score 
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APPENDIX B 

INTERRATOR RELIABILITY SCORES
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Variable F p 

Ability to Contribute .107 .899 

Attractiveness .500 .612 

Character’s Race .000 1.00 

Likeability .161 .852 

Mental Health .289 .751 

Perceived Race .122 .886 

Skin Color .076 .927 

Tendency to be Violent .055 .947 

Overall Negative Portrayal .118 .889 

Overall Positive Portrayal .257 .775 
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APPENDIX C 

LIST OF ACTORS/ACTRESSES AND MOVIES
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Actor/Actress Movie Title 
Lonette McKee                   A Day in Black and White                 
Karen Parsons                   Mixing Nia                               
Carmen Ejogo                    Sally Heming's: An American Scandal      
Mario Van Peebles              Sally Heming's: An American Scandal      
Gloria Reuben                    A Feast of All Saints                    
Jennifer Beals                   A Feast of All Saints                    
Jasmine Guy                      A Feast of All Saints                    
Victoria Rowel                   A Feast of All Saints                    
Earth Kit                        A Feast of All Saints                    
Tamara Taylor                   Diary of a Mad Black Woman               
Eartha Kit                       Boomerang                                
Sophie Okonedo                  Hotel Rwanda                             
Sophie Okonedo                  Dirty Pretty Things                      
Gloria Reubens                  Nick of Time                             
Nicole Ari Parker                Boogie Nights                            
Tamara Taylor                   The Best Man                             
Wentworth Miller                The Human Stain                          
Halle Berry                      Introducing Dorothy Dandridge            
Tamara Taylor                   Inroducing Dorothy Dandridge             
Rachel True                      Groove                                   
Jasmine Guy                      Diamond Men                              
Michael Michelle                New Jack City                            
Nicole Ari Parker                The End of Violence                      
Kidada Jones                     Black and White                          
Victoria Rowell                  Eve's Bayou                              
Nicole Ari Parker                Stonewall                                
Maya Rudolph                    Gattaca                                  
Sydney Tamilia Poiter          MacAuthur Park                           
Nicole Ari Parker                The Adventures of Sebastian Cole         
Troy Beyer                       Gingerbread Man                          
Carmen Ejogo                    Love's Labour's Lost                     
Sherri Saum                      Anne B. Real                             
Maya Rudolph                    Chuck and Buck                           
Maya Rudolph                    A Prairie Home Companion                 
Jennifer Beals                   Roger Doger                              
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Actor/Actress Movie Title 
Jennifer Beals                   Flashdance                               
Jennifer Beals                   The Anniversary Party                    
Jennifer Beals                   Four Rooms                               
Jaye Davidson                   Stargate                                 
Rachel True                      Nowhere                                  
Jennifer Beals                   In the Soup                              
Halle Berry                      Die Another Day                          
Giancarlo Esposito              Blue in the Face                         
Jennifer Beals                   Mrs. Parker and the Vicious Circle       
Giancarlo Esposito              Pinero                                   
Giancarlo Esposito              Bob Robers                               
Terrance Howard                 Dead Presidents                          
Maya Rudolph                    As Good As It Gets                       
Mario Van Peebles              New Jack City                            
Karen Parsons                   Major Payne                              
Maya Rudolph                    Duets                                    
Halle Berry                      Catwoman                                 
Halle Berry                      Gothika                                  
Halle Berry                      X-Men 2                                  
Halle Berry                      Monster's Ball                           
Halle Berry                      Introducing Dorothy Dandridge            
Halle Berry                      The Flintstones                          
Thandi Newton                   The Pursuit of Happyness                 
Thandie Newton                  Beloved                                  
Thandie Newton                  Interview with the Vampire               
Boris Kodjoe                     The Gospel                               
Giancarlo Esposito              Fresh                                    
Michael Michelle                Ali                                      
Giancarlo Esposito              Ali                                      
Giancarlo Esposito              The Cotton Club                          
Mario Van Peebles              The Cotton Club                          
Lonette McKee                   The Cotton Club                          
Lonette McKee                   Jungle Fever                             
Halle Berry                      Jungle Fever                             
Terrance Howard                 Lackawanna Blues                         
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Actor/Actress Movie Title 
Mario Van Peebles              Ali                                      
Lonette McKee                   Lift                                     
Lonette McKee                   Fast Food, Fast Women                    
Nicole Ari Parker                Brown Sugar                              
Boris Kodjoe                     Brown Sugar                              
Halle Berry                      Their Eyes Were Watching God             
Terrance Howard                 Their Eyes Were Watching God             
Giancarlo Esposito              Do the Right Thing                       
Giancarlo Esposito              School Daze                              
Jasmine Guy                      School Daze                              
Terrance Howard                 Mr. Holland's Opus                       
Terrance Howard                 The Best Man                             
Tamara Taylor                   Love and Basketball                      
Giancarlo Esposito              Last Holiday                             
Halle Berry                      Losing Isaiah                            
Nicole Ari Parker                Remeber the Titans                       
Mario Van Peebles              Carlito's Way: Rise to Power             
Giancarlo Esposito              Carlito's Way: Rise to Power             
Terrance Howard                 Crash                                    
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