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Abstract 

The purpose of this paper and project is to highlight how U.S. print and online 

media outlets lack representation of women of color. The literary review examines the 

underlying reasons behind media representation issues by exploring themes in academic 

discourse about immigration, culture, racism, and sexism. To support this research, 

the methodology of this paper included detailed interviews from four different women of color 

and the creation of a small-scale digital magazine that features each of their unique stories. The 

magazine was centered around the idea of being "color bold," which is defined as the concept of 

embracing the different races, ethnicities, and cultures in America instead of ignoring the 

significance these attributes hold.  

Keywords:  women of color, representation, print media, online media, culture, racism, 

sexism, immigration, United States, equality 
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Color Bold:  

Representation of Women of Color in Print and Online Media 

A young girl walks into a beauty salon with her mother, dreading the insecure thoughts 

places such as these evoke. As they sit down in the waiting area, she looks down at the 

magazines placed on the table before her and feels the eyes of beautiful models plastered across 

every page as if they are glaring at her with judgement. The images of their straight hair, 

luminous pale skin, and sparkling colored eyes are burned into her mind. She catches a glimpse 

of her reflection in a mirror and curses at the unruly curls dancing across her shoulders. She 

cannot help but look at her dark eyes and mocha skin and compare them against the women in 

those posters, while wondering why she does not look like them. These anxieties will follow her 

for many years as she struggles to accept her ethnic features in a society that primarily praises an 

appearance that is opposite to hers.  

Women’s lifestyle magazines are created with the purpose to inspire their readers with 

uplifting stories and captivating visuals, yet throughout history they have only catered to a 

certain audience. For hundreds of years, United States print media has predominantly promoted 

the idea that “white is right.” Pale skin, straight hair, colored eyes, and a slim figure; these are 

the characteristics that girls of color who grow up in Western society are constantly encouraged 

to emulate by magazine publications. Girls and women of color are greatly impacted by the 

implications of this skewed version of beauty. Ethnic women living in the U.S. are forced to 

break down both gender and race barriers in order to achieve their goals in life. The lack of 

representation in print (and now digital) media contributes to those difficulties because in an 

industry meant to recognize the female voice, women of color are still left behind.  
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For my Capstone project, I will create a magazine for young women of color who have 

spent their lives yearning to see their culture celebrated in mainstream society. My goal with this 

magazine is to accurately represent those who lack representation and to embody the concept of 

“color bold,” which I have defined as the concept of embracing the different races, ethnicities, 

and cultures in America instead of ignoring the significance these attributes hold. I will 

accomplish this goal by featuring riveting stories and relatable interviews from women of 

different races, ethnicities, and appearances. I will also use my photography, design, and 

illustration skills to construct visual narratives that symbolize the varying experiences and 

personalities of each woman.  

This project not only holds great significance to me as a Latina, but also to many other 

women of all races and ethnicities. For far too long have our voices been pushed aside, while 

other women who do not fully understand our struggles speak for us. North American society 

constantly promotes vicious competition amongst women; therefore, it is absolutely vital that we 

all choose the path of empowering one another instead of tearing each other down. This 

magazine will demonstrate the positive impact that results from the collaboration of women with 

different backgrounds. Using print media to recognize those who stand in solidarity is necessary 

for the advancement of feminism and race relations. Although my project does not solve the 

representation issues embedded within the print media industry, I believe there is power in being 

the change I wish to see; no matter how small that change may be. 

Literature Review 

In the United States, all types of public media reflect the current society’s dominant 

values. In order to accurately understand why women of color are so disproportionately 

under/misrepresented in print and online media, we must first analyze academic discourses that 
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discuss societal topics such as immigration, culture, racism, discrimination, sexism, and women 

of color.  

 

Immigration and Culture 

America’s forefathers wrote the Declaration of Independence to establish a set of ideals 

for all Americans to follow henceforth. They presented the notion that all men are created equal 

and obtain certain unalienable rights. Yet, although these words are written in a document that is 

supposed to embody American beliefs, it is merely proof of this country’s contradictory nature. 

United States’ moral inconsistency is most evident when the issue of immigration is presented. 

The U.S. was constructed by Western European immigrants who were desperate to escape their 

home country to pursue political and religious freedom, as well as new economic opportunities. 

After their arrival, they quickly deemed Native Americans as ‘savages,’ with little regard to the 

fact that these indigenous people had inhabited both American continents for thousands of years. 

European immigrants, later turned American citizens, also refused to consider the slaves they 

stole from Africa as humans for hundreds of years. This early discriminatory behavior was 

merely an indication of the institutionalized racism that would be established and persisted for 

centuries.  

Over the course of U.S. history, there have been countless racist immigration policies 

implemented in federal and state legislature. White’s (2011) article lists several occurrences of 

biased immigration laws that prohibited the migration of people from certain areas such as 

China, South and Eastern Europe, and Mexico all throughout the 19th and 20th century. Euro-

Americans (or White Americans) have consistently held on to the notion that immigrants from 

anywhere other than Western Europe would “not possess, or be in a position to acquire soon, the 
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principles and habits necessary for democratic citizenship…”; even though these people 

migrated from their home lands for many of the same reasons as Western European immigrants 

(White, 2011). Due to these types of laws, the non-Western European immigrant experience has 

been consistently harrowing for centuries.  

“At its most basic level culture can be defined as the congeries of values, attitudes, 

behaviors, language, music, art, stories, and other conventions that govern or characterize a 

society or identifiable group within a society” (Brooks, 2012). Cultures and physical appearances 

that are dissimilar to those of White Americans are fiercely rejected, which often creates hostile 

environments for both new immigrants and U.S. born minorities. Brooks (2012) explains that 

minority people are expected to assimilate into the “mainstream” culture, which is controlled by 

“white middle-class values, and not black or other minority values.” These expectations imply 

that regardless of a person’s skin color, ethnicity, nationality, or first language, their mindsets 

must meet the standards of white mainstream culture. White middle-class values dominate 

mainstream culture due to the prolonging mentality that ‘white is right.’ This attitude has 

prevailed throughout U.S. history because “as a group whites have been the majority” and “the 

prominence of the white experience has been used to argue that white experiences should be used 

as a social template” (Welcome, 2004). Therefore, immigrants and other people of color are 

forced to juggle between wanting to preserve their traditions and adapt to a “set of cultural 

norms” (Torres, Pereira, Aicart, & Salas, 2017). Not only do they face stress from American 

society, but from their own families and home countries as well. This often occurs when an 

immigrant/minority manages to successfully mimic white U.S. customs, which can cause their 

families to feel as if assimilating is a form of denying their native culture.  
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Racism and Discrimination 

People of color face constant pressure to adapt into the lifestyle of a country that meets 

them with discrimination and racism. Time and time again in U.S. history, White Americans have 

treated American minorities unfairly. Nearly every single minority group has encountered bigotry 

to some degree over the past three centuries. Native Americans were slaughtered leading up to 

the establishment of the U.S., then forcibly isolated thereafter. The ancestors of Black Americans 

were stolen from their home lands in Africa to suffer enslavement in America from 1620-1865 

and still continue to endure systematic and societal injustices. During the 1940s, about 100,000 

Japanese Americans were forced into internment camps because White Americans feared they 

had ties to WWII enemies due to their ancestry. Americans used Puerto Rican women as 

unwitting guinea pigs for several fertility experiments, such as the 1936 sterilization policy and 

the birth control pill clinical trials in the 1960s. After the events of September 11th, 2001, violent 

prejudice followed Middle Eastern Americans at every turn, regardless if there was no evidence 

of involvement. Incidents such as these only account for a disturbingly small portion of the racial 

and cultural bias that has always plagued American society. Even in 2018, most people of color 

are treated with contempt at some point in their lives. Research has consistently shown that 

experiencing racism causes symptoms of psychological distress, “including nervousness, 

sadness, hypervigilance, anxiety, clinical depression, suicidal ideation” and “an overall lower 

quality of life” (Torres, O’Conor, Mejía, Camacho, & Long, 2011). Nevertheless, despite this 

long record of inequality and its subsequent effects on minority people, they are expected to 

discard their unique culture in exchange for a new generic American identity. It is extremely 

difficult for people to live in a society that considers their skin tone, native tongue, and customs 

as inferior. The mainstream ideals that most Americans have become accustomed to actually 
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conducts in a perpetual state of oppression towards people of color. Interestingly, the modern 

mainstream borrows popular folkways within Black American culture in areas such as sports and 

entertainment, yet American society continues promoting racial bias. Mainstream culture has a 

long record of doing this with any popular ethnic custom. If an ethnic piece of music, fashion, 

food, literature – and so on, becomes well-known throughout the country then the mainstream 

will more than likely appropriate it as its own. However, this practice does not apply to U.S. 

standards of female beauty. White female features are still preferred over those of women of 

color, especially black women. This inequity is due to the blatantly sexist ideology that runs 

rampant throughout the United States.  

Sexism and Women of Color 

Women in general have always encountered issues with sex discrimination in this 

country. The belief that men are superior, and women can only succeed in certain aspects of life 

such as cooking, cleaning, and mothering children, is one that women are still actively fighting to 

overcome today. Women are forced to prove that they obtain the same capabilities as men in the 

workforce and also have to demand equal treatment within the work environment. Issues such as 

equal pay and inappropriate sexual behavior continue to be part of the conversation regarding 

women’s equal rights. Feminist movements have been occurring since the 19th century, which 

address legal and cultural inequalities in the U.S. According to an article written by Lugones 

(2014), early feminist ideology only focused on the needs of “white bourgeois women” and 

ignored the struggles of women of color.  

Lugones’ (2014) article states the following: 

To understand the intersection of gender, class, sexual, and racial oppressions thus 

enables us to recognize the relation of power between white women and women of color. 
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But it also enables us to actually see Women of Color under oppression, where the 

categorial understand of ‘woman’ both in white feminism and in the dominant patriarchy 

hides their oppression. 

In other words, intersectionality refers to the notion that a single identity, such as gender, 

must be related to other sections of identity, such as race, sexual orientation, or social class 

(Mohr & Purdie-Vaughns, 2015). Race and ethnicity are irrefutably linked with the way in which 

women of color experience sexism. Minority women confront additional barriers in life because 

of their gender and race/ethnicity. Research shows that women of color experience more 

prejudice overall than white women (Remedios & Snyder, 2015). Therefore, it would be 

irresponsible to ignore how racism and discrimination affects the sexist behaviors women of 

color endure. Additionally, women of color’s struggles differ according to their specific race and 

ethnicity. For instance, Black women are often stereotyped as being overly masculine and 

domineering and Asian women as quiet and submissive (Remedios & Snyder, 2015). Hispanic 

women are met with the stereotype of being highly emotional and weak (Lopez, 2013). There are 

countless different manners in which the misrepresentation of minority women has prevailed 

through the years; the most important method being the major portals of mass media.  

Magazines and the Representation of Women of Color 

Professionals in print media have the power to shape public’s attitude through choice of 

words, photos, topics, elements of design, and framing of storylines (Richardson, 2007). 

Minority female stereotypes are perpetuated through the methods of print media, including 

magazine publications. Even though the purpose of women’s lifestyle magazines is to represent 

the stories of women across the country, they are a large contributor to the stigmas women of 
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color withstand. The hegemony of white European values persists through magazine 

advertisements, stories, and visual art.  

Brooks (2012) article proves this point by stating: 

Although the standard of female beauty in the American mainstream remains 

blond and blue eyes, cultural assimilationists would not strenuously object to a darker hue 

defining the standard of beauty so long as the female features remain European. All the 

black Miss Americas have had European features.  

More often than not, models presented in women’s magazines meet this Eurocentric 

requirement. Many Black models and celebrities have reported instances of magazines lightening 

their skin or altering their hair with photoshop to fit that mold. Historically, women’s magazines 

have framed how society views femininity (Currie, 1999). Therefore, since minority women’s 

stories are underrepresented in magazines, society’s views on femininity are inevitably skewed 

to mimic Eurocentric standards. 

Although magazines today stay away from promoting outright offensive stereotypes, 

there are not enough positive stories and visual content about women of color. The lack of words 

is just as detrimental to people of color as the use of negative words.  

Author Cottle (2000) explains: 

The media occupy a key site and perform a crucial role in the public 

representation of unequal social relations and the play of cultural power. It is in and 

through representations, for example, that members of the media audience are variously 

invited to construct a sense of who ‘we’ are in relation to who ‘we’ are not, whether as 

‘us’ and ‘them’, ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’, ‘colonizer’ and ‘colonized’, ‘citizen’ and 

‘foreigner’, ‘normal’ and ‘deviant’, ‘friend’ and ‘foe’, ‘west’ and ‘the rest’. (pg. 2) 
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Without the consistent representation of minorities, there is no growth towards a more 

inclusive and diverse society. As stated earlier in this analysis, print media tends to reflect the 

dominant societal narrative; however, print media also has the ability to influence that narrative 

as well. Consequently, if women’s magazines utilized that power and included more colors and 

cultures within their pages, society would have the opportunity to follow their example. 

Methods 

 My methodology for this research consisted of creating a scaled-down magazine that 

features four different young women of color and their experiences. I named the magazine 

“Color Bold” with the central idea that embracing people with different cultures and 

backgrounds is the best way to increase media representation, instead of pretending that race and 

ethnicity is an unimportant factor in someone’s identity. The women I interviewed ranged in 

race, ethnicity, and age (20-24 years). I interviewed each of them about their culture and life 

experiences. Through these interviews I was able to learn how they have managed to keep in 

touch with their cultures while living in the U.S., and how the lack of media representation has 

affected them as women of color. During my interviewee selection process, I composed a diverse 

list of possible interviewees that varied in age, race, ethnicity, and cultural upbringing. I made a 

conscious effort to choose women whose cultures have been drastically underrepresented by 

mainstream media. I was also mindful to choose women who have at some point voiced their 

opinions on any of the topics discussed in this paper through various social media outlets 

(Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, etc.). My reasoning behind this decision was to ensure that I 

would obtain lengthy, thought-provoking interviews.  

Participants 
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 The participants I chose for this project were Zainab Hameed (20), Roxanne Padilla (22), 

Asiah Muhammed (23), and Stephania Zorilla (24). Hameed is a Muslim Middle Eastern woman 

who was born in Iraq, raised in Jordan for most of her childhood, then immigrated to United 

States at the age of nine. Padilla is a Latina/Mexican-American born and raised in the state of 

California. Muhammed is a Black Muslim woman born and raised in the state of Texas. Zorilla 

identifies as Afro-Latina, and was born in Cali, Colombia then immigrated to the U.S. when she 

was 5 years old.  

Materials and Procedure 

I began my project by building a list of 12 possible subjects in a Google spreadsheet. I 

documented their names, approximate ages, races, ethnicities, and physical attributes. I then 

contacted four preferred individuals, and once they confirmed interest in the project, I scheduled 

their interviews. For the interviews, I gave them each the option of being interviewed in person, 

through phone call, or online questionnaire. Based on each of their preference and availability, 

the interviews were conducted either in person or via online questionnaire. I used Google Forms 

to administer the online questionnaire. Before commencing the interviews, I explained the 

concept of “color bold” to each subject so they would be aware of my purpose and theology 

behind this project. Then, I asked each of them 20 questions that focused on how they celebrate 

their race/ethnicity/culture, the challenges they have faced as women of color, and how the lack 

of media representation has impacted their lives.  

Once I collected the necessary data from each subject, I used the applications Procreate, 

Adobe Illustrator, and Adobe InDesign to construct the bones of the magazine. First, I built 

branding boards using Illustrator and Pinterest to establish the design concepts the magazine 

would contain, such as typography, color scheme, and visual style. Once I finalized the primary 
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design concepts, I set up a general magazine outline in InDesign and began to develop the 

editorial layout. After reviewing my interviewees responses, I used the Procreate application to 

produce digital illustrations that were unique to each subject. I shifted between these applications 

throughout the remainder of my design process.   

Results 

Overview 

My methods resulted in a thoughtful visual representation of each subject. Each of these 

women have insightful perspectives on what being a woman of color means to them, and how 

living in the U.S. has impacted their upbringing and who they are today. They all have unique 

points of view that I believe deserve the chance to be recognized through a print or online media 

platform. Through my interviews I discovered that even though their cultures and opinions 

varied, they all shared one pressing desire: a deep longing to see themselves accurately portrayed 

throughout mainstream media. As women of color living in the U.S., they all also had similar 

experiences with discrimination and balancing the duality of their identities. They have had to 

work twice as hard to dismantle the harmful stereotypes the media has laid out for them. Each 

subject agreed with the “color bold” concept I had introduced to them and believed that taking 

the time to learn about other people’s cultural differences is the most effective way to promote 

inclusivity. In order to more accurately showcase my subject’s experiences, I will provide the 

stories I wrote for their magazine features based on their detailed interviews.      

Stephanie Zorrilla. The beautiful mountains of Colombia, the rich history of Africa, the 

stunning blue bonnet fields of Texas – these are the many lands that have influenced the journey 

of 24-year-old, Stephania Zorrilla. The first five years of her life were spent in Cali, Colombia, 

until her family moved to Texas in search of the all-too-famous American Dream. Even though 
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they created a new home in the States, her family still made sure to bring their colorful 

Colombian traditions with them. It’s been nineteen years since their move and they still have 

portraits of the villages and landscapes of Cali, wear the traditional “sombrero vueltiao” during 

the Colombian Independence festival, and celebrate the Christmas holiday on December 24th (a 

custom many Latin countries take part in). As a child her mother would say, “Stephania, eres 

Colombiana, no Americana,” meaning Stephania, you are Colombian, not American. A constant 

reminder that even though she loves the USA, her roots are in Colombia and so is her heart.  

Growing up, Stephania always felt like a Colombiana on the inside, but many people 

discredited her ethnicity because of her outward appearance. Her darker skin tone and tight 

voluminous curls yielded many years of discrimination from Americans and Latinx people alike. 

People would look down on her for not fitting the stereotypical Latina mold of lighter skin tone 

and long straight/wavy hair. She was constantly told that her hair was “too nappy” and that it 

needed to be tamed. People also questioned her ethnicity because they could not understand how 

a Latina could also be black. As she became an adult, she chose to face those feelings of rejection 

and not become bitter towards her features, but instead embrace the beauty of her skin 

complexion and hair texture. In this quest for self-acceptance, she decided to research her 

ancestry and take a DNA test to discover her ancestry. Her ancestry results confirmed that she 

does have African roots.  

“It felt great to know and embrace that I am Afro-Latina and being black is beautiful. I 

carry many cultures within me and my skin tone tells a story.”  

Stephania’s skin tone does indeed tell a story; one that showcases how different races, 

cultures, and ethnicities can be beautifully interconnected with one another. Yet, despite its 

beauty, stories like these are not the ones she has become accustomed to seeing in print and 
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online media. In American culture, the women predominantly portrayed are white, blonde, and 

blue eyed. In Latin culture, the women represented have fair skin, long black hair, and the 

‘perfect’ body type. She considers both of these representations skewed and inaccurate and wants 

to see more women of color in both spaces. She has also grown tired of watching the media only 

show the flawed side of her country, such as the violence and drug trade. Instead, she wishes they 

would focus on the wonderful qualities of her homeland like the people, food, coffee, culture, 

and land.  

In Stephania’s opinion, the best way to promote inclusivity is by learning about different 

cultures and showcasing their strengths, instead of focusing on their flaws. She strives to spread 

a message of unity amongst those of different backgrounds and encourages others to do the 

same. She lives by these words: “Perhaps you were born for such a time as this.” As a Christian, 

she believes that God made us all different for a purpose. In her eyes God is unique, and each 

culture he created brings out his beauty and uniqueness.  

“Through each culture I can see his creativity and glory. Division is not a part of his 

character but rather unity is. And in my eyes, that’s what we’ve ought to strive for – unity” (S. 

Zorrilla, personal communication, November 20, 2018). 

Roxanne Padilla. California native, Roxanne Padilla, self-identifies as “Latina first” and 

“Mexican-American” second. In her youth, she was able to maintain a close connection to her 

roots through her family’s frequent trips to Mexico, continuation of holiday traditions, and 

passionate love for authentic Mexican food. Throughout most of Roxanne’s childhood, she rarely 

questioned her Latin identity since she grew up around many other first-generation Americans. 

However, she began feeling a sense of “otherness” during her visits to Mexico and once she 

reached high school. Roxanne described feeling like a foreigner among her family in Mexico and 
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her white peers in California. She did not fit in with her relatives because she had differing 

experiences being raised in the U.S., yet back home her white classmates did not consider her to 

be American because she did not fit their inaccurate mold. Print and online media also played a 

major role in the disconnection she felt between her Mexican and American identities.  

“Mainstream media has constantly portrayed us (Latinas) in very stereotypical roles 

either overtly sexual/violent/uneducated.” 

As a young Latina woman with substantial life goals, Roxanne refused to abide by the 

erroneous narrative that the media had already written out for Latinx people. After finishing high 

school, Roxanne stayed true to her favorite quote by Jose Marti – “I come from all places and to 

all places I will go” (English translation) – by embarking on a cross continental journey to pursue 

her dream education at Barnard College in New York. However, she faced many challenges 

being a woman of color at a prestigious university. Roxanne was forced to learn how to navigate 

through the ignorant and at times hostile reactions she received when she told people where she 

attended college. It was as if they could not believe that a first-gen Mexican-American woman 

had the capacity to obtain an education at such an esteemed institution. The discouraging 

commentary oftentimes left her feeling insecure, but overcoming those hardships allowed her to 

finally accept the duality of her cultures and find pride in her “Latinidad.”  

Roxanne believes that if media outlets were to accurately represent women of color, it 

would not be as difficult for them to be accepted into every and any space. She wants other 

people to know that Latin-Americans are not as different as the media portrays them to be. 

“…we are complex humans with sometimes conflicting ideas that are simply trying to 

understand who we are as people and who we want to be. We simply want to connect with others 

and be understood and accepted.”  
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 In order to improve the perception of Latinx people, Roxanne concludes that our society 

must be open to listening to other people’s experiences and invest/support those who are already 

trying to do so. She also thinks that media outlets can increase minority representation by hiring 

more people of color. In her eyes, being open to our cultural differences is a vital step towards 

inclusivity. Regardless of the issues that are still present within the media, Roxanne remains 

hopeful for minority women in the times to come.  

“I am continuously inspired by Women of Color and our resilience to overcome all of the 

negativity that we may face in our lives. I am inspired by the great work that many have already 

accomplished to change the narrative of this country and the future it has” (R. Padilla, personal 

communication, November 19, 2018). 

Asiah Muhammed. Asiah Muhammad is a 23-year-old Black Muslim woman who 

refuses to let people put her in a box. She is fearless about who she is and the strength she 

carries. However, this unwillingness to conform stems from the arduous lessons she has learned 

throughout her life. Growing up in Texas, she found herself struggling to fit into the 

preconstructed standards associated with her identity. She wasn’t considered “black” enough 

because she rather read and write novels than listen to rap music; not “Muslim” enough because 

she doesn’t wear her hijab; not woman enough because she’d prefer to hang out with guys and 

play video games. Although being declined by those she identified with was difficult, those 

experiences taught her that she didn’t need to fit in their boxes; she had her own.  

“…that is what I truly think it means to be American. To create your own box and people 

can either like it or don't.” 

 Asiah has also had to confront an intense discrimination that’s persisted for 

countless generations in the U.S. As a woman of color, especially a black woman, she has 
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encountered intolerance at every turn. In print and online media, her identity is either 

disproportionately misrepresented or not represented at all. She is constantly battling against the 

multitudes of stereotypes written out for her by the media; narratives that look down on black 

women and perceive them as ‘less than.’  

“The media is not even close to accurately representing WOC in the media. For every 

woman of color representation there are about 10 million white woman ones. We are all so 

hungry for WOC representation that when it does happen, and it's accurate at that, we just latch 

and praise this one ad when the world has already made like 500 more white women ones while 

we've enjoyed one for the entire year. It's comical really.”   

As a recent Journalism graduate, Asiah understands the disparities in the media better 

than most. Most of the people she meets in her field are white, so she feels that in order to get 

more minority representation, she has to create that change herself. She does not think our 

society should pretend that race and ethnicity is unimportant, and we should be able to embrace 

who we are without oppressing and invalidating others. She believes it’s essential that we take 

the time to step outside of ourselves and be considerate of other’s experiences, regardless if we 

can relate or not. 

“The issue isn't in our race/ethnicity itself, it is in the way people make it their personal 

obligation to think that what they have by existing is better and anything outside of their 

existence is futile.”   

All of Asiah’s experiences have taught her how to disregard the hateful opinion of others. 

Her tenacious spirit is no match for those who wish to waste their time undermining her. Her 

response to them? “Imagine being a hater all of your life.” Asiah’s powerful ability to withstand 

any storm is what she loves most about her race and culture.   
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“I love that despite the pain of being black, and a black woman at that, my race finds a 

way to come together and find love. Love in music, humor, fashion, etc. I love that even though 

we set the trends that people steal and/or mock we keep creating them anyways. We survive” (A. 

Muhammad, personal communication, November 20, 2018). 

Zainab Hameed. Peaceful, loving, welcoming. These are the characteristics 20-year-old 

Zainab Hameed uses to describe her beloved Middle Eastern culture and religion. Zainab was 

born in Iraq and raised in Jordan for the first nine years of her life. She looks back fondly at her 

childhood in her home country and relishes in the memories of EID celebrations, a religious 

holiday that marks the end of Ramadan (the Islamic holy month). She still vividly remembers 

everyone dressed in beautiful clothing, visiting people’s homes to receive sweets and money, and 

what she describes as an overall “change in the atmosphere.” That deep cultural connection is 

what she misses most since her family moved to the United States 11 years ago.  

In America, Zainab has tried to find balance with Western influence and her religion. She 

has made the choice to practice Muslim tradition and dress modestly, but she also finds modern 

ways to individualize herself. Instead of the customary hijab, she uses a turban to cover her hair. 

She also adorns herself with simple tattoos, eye-catching jewelry, and gorgeously vivid clothing. 

However, her choices are often met with criticism. Whether she’s looked down on for not being 

conservative enough by Muslims or judged for being too conservative by non-Muslims, Zainab 

has become accustomed to receiving negativity. Nonetheless, she has learned not to let these 

kinds of comments affect the way she chooses to honor the teachings of the Koran. In her eyes, 

utilizing contemporary attire as a form of self-expression does not mean she (or anyone) is any 

less Muslim. Nor does she believe that wearing a turban means she does not value herself as a 

woman.  
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“I'm not changing God's words and making them my own. I'm respecting God and I'm 

respecting myself. If you don't like the way I wear it, that's on you, not on me…I feel empowered 

by wearing it. It’s something that differentiates me from everyone else. And I think that's the 

beauty of wearing it.” 

Zainab’s open-mindedness may be surprising to many Americans who have become 

accustomed to the biased portrayals of Middle Eastern people in U.S. mainstream media. She 

blames media outlets for the discrimination her family has faced in this country. Immigrating 

here shortly after the events of September 11th has resulted in her family suffering through years 

of unjust berating. There have been countless times when she and her family have been 

aggressively honked at and given the middle finger while driving or had people call them 

terrorists and tell them to go back where they came from. Zainab and her siblings were often 

bullied by their peers at school to the point where people have hatefully yanked her sister’s hijab 

off multiple times. She believes that if the media had not depicted Muslims as terrorists and 

overall terrible human beings, much of this intolerance would have been avoided. She does not 

understand why the behaviors of a select few unethical extremists have been made the face of her 

entire religion, especially when every religion/race/group has its own faction of radicals that do 

not accurately exemplify the beliefs of the majority.  

“I don't think any race is portrayed right in the media because no one has taken the time 

out to actually get to know those people and sit down with them and have a civilized 

conversation. Otherwise, none of these [negative] images would come out like this.”  

 Zainab’s way of bolstering harmony is by valuing the traits that make everyone 

different. She believes that race, ethnicity, and culture are what makes us who we are, and our 

society will be able to appreciate these identifying factors if the media showcased their beauty 
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instead of focusing on the flaws. She also holds consumers equally responsible when it comes to 

fair representation; no matter how much inclusive content producers create, nothing will change 

if consumers of various cultures and backgrounds don’t take the time to consume and learn from 

this content. In her eyes, inclusivity can be achieved when people of all colors come together to 

learn about and support one another’s uniqueness.  

 “In this world you don't want to be normal. You want to stand out in any way 

possible because by standing out you have more of a voice. You're going to get a lot of hate for 

it. You're going to struggle more with it. But your voice is going to be so much more important” 

(Z. Hameed, personal communication, November 15, 2018). 

Discussion 

Based on the results from my methodology, I can confirm that the research from my 

literary review is valid and accurate for these four women. The hundreds of years’ worth of 

discrimination towards people of color has in fact resulted in either inaccurate or nonexistent 

media representation. These issues have had substantial impacts on the women interviewed for 

this project. Each subject has witnessed stereotypical and unfair portrayals of their race, 

ethnicity, and culture in the media. They also described experiencing prejudice throughout their 

lives because of these biased depictions. The subject’s cultural upbringings, religions, and 

opinions were all varied, but all four of them described the same exact desire to be represented in 

any and all forms of media. They all also agreed that the most efficient way to achieve 

inclusivity is by acknowledging the qualities that people different.  

Limitations 

There are limitations to this study because I did not have the resources to conduct a large-

scale study or build a full-sized magazine. My results are limited to the responses of the four 
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women who were interviewed for this methodology and therefore cannot accurately speak for the 

millions of other women of color in this country. It is important to note these limitations for the 

sake of staying true to the message of this paper; the voices of a select few cannot accurately 

speak for all. However, it would be irresponsible to completely disregard the experiences of the 

subjects in this study because their voices matter nonetheless. 

Conclusion 

 In order to gain a complete understanding of the effects media representation issues have 

on all women of color, further studies with larger numbers of interviews must be conducted. 

After assessing the data collected from this project alone, I can conclude that representation is a 

problem that women of color are passionate about solving. Although the media has recently 

begun to become more inclusive of people of color in general, there is still much room for 

improvement. There is no one solution to this problem, but engaging in open conversations about 

race, ethnicity, and culture will definitely help.  

Discomfort and conflict are bound to occur when people of different backgrounds and 

mentalities come together. These types of feelings do not have to be negative though. Situations 

like these will push people outside of their comfort zones and force them to consider ideas that 

are unknown to them. The unknown is not a concept that should be feared. The unknown must be 

delved into, examined, and brought to light. Print and online media outlets oftentimes pride 

themselves in being researchers of the unknown, yet they shy away from the stories of those who 

are desperate to be heard, simply because it is a story that makes them feel uncomfortable. But 

women of color are tired of being labeled “uncomfortable.” Print and online media outlets will 

never be successful at forcing WOC into their Eurocentric mold of what it means to be an 

American woman, so these outlets must quickly learn to become comfortable with the 
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uncomfortable. The struggles of minority women are valid, and their stories deserve to be heard. 

Ultimately, if women of color want their desire for accurate media representation to be fulfilled, 

then they must fill it themselves by becoming their own storytellers, along with supporting the 

stories of others different and alike. Our colors are not disadvantages but rather unique lenses 

that can be used to capture the beauty in our society in new and extraordinary ways.   
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