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A Shot At 
As the number of desi faces increase on mainstream TV, 
cinema and stage, what does the future hold for Indian-
Americans in the dog-eat-dog entertainment industry?

JOANNE
flynn black
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S THE success of
“Slumdog
Millionaire” repeat-
able?  Will there ever
be an Indian-
American “Cosby
Show”?  As we
embark on a new
decade, these are
some of the ques-

tions that one can’t help but con-
sider while looking at the poten-
tial for Indian-Americans in the
entertainment industry.  

In envisioning the future,
these questions and the chal-
lenges they pose will have an
impact on the Indian-American
community. Will this be the
decade for Indian-Americans to
ingrain themselves into the
American fabric? Maybe more
importantly, does the entertain-
ment industry offer a lucrative
and desirable career for young
Indian-Americans? 

As with any good forecasting,
history can offer some guidance.
Historically, Caucasians have
dominated the entertainment
industry in front of and behind
the camera. In the 1970s, uncon-

ventional programs such as
“Good Times” and “Sanford and
Son,” which depicted African-
Americans struggling to make the
best of a bad situation, amassed
large followings. 

These shows followed on the
early efforts in the 1960s that
began to add color to the land-
scape of American TV.  

The 1980s were dominated by
one of the top-rated programs of
all time, “The Cosby Show.” The
show is one of only three
American programs that have
been No. 1 in the Nielsen ratings
for at least five consecutive sea-
sons. 

It offered a new perspective of
African-Americans through the
eyes of Dr. Cliff Huxtable and his
affluent family. During the 1980s
and 1990s, audiences were
offered an African-American nar-
rative in stories told by directors
such as Spike Lee and John
Singleton.

More recently, other ethnic
groups such as Latinos have
come to the forefront of our TVs
and consciousness. Programs like
the “George Lopez” show prove

that there is room for more diver-
sity with a mainstream compo-
nent.  

What does the current Indian-
American entertainment land-
scape look like? Sure, there are
numerous channels that cater to
South Asians, and these are avail-
able on Dish TV or as part of vari-
ous packages on cable TV. But,
when it comes to mainstream TV,
is there a market for advertisers to
support shows focused on the
community?  

According to the Screen Actors
Guild Casting Data Report, the
Asian/Pacific share of all
TV/Theatrical Roles in 1998 was
only 2.5 percent. Ten years later,
in 2008, it rose to 3.8 percent.
Although this is still a small per-
centage compared to the 72.5
percent share of Caucasians, the
Asian/Pacific group was the only
ethnic category to gain in per-
centage of roles from 2007-08,
according to the casting report. 

But even without knowing
these statistics, we can visually
see the increase of Indian-
Americans in the entertainment
industry. With actors like Archie

Panjabi in “The Good Wife,”
Reshma Shetty in “Royal Pains,”
Rhona Mitra and Janina Gavankar
in “The Gates,” Sendhil
Ramamurthy in “Covert Affairs”
and previously in “Heroes,” Kal
Penn in “House,” Bollywood actor
Anil Kapoor in “24” and Naveen
Andrews in “Lost,” Indian-
Americans are increasingly mak-
ing it to our flat-screen TVs. And
most of them are essaying roles
beyond the doctor-cab driver
stereotype. 

The increased visibility can be
attributed to a number of factors.
First, there are more Indians liv-
ing in America.  The United States
Census cites that the Indian-
American population grew from
1.7 million in 2000 to 2.6 million
in 2007. This represented a
growth rate of 53 percent and is
the highest for any Asian-
American community. Due to the
rise of Indian-Americans in the
makeup of America, there also
seems to be a growing movement
to bring Indian experiences into
the collective understanding.  As
the integration of Indians occurs,
there is a ripple effect of knowl-
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Subhi Khanna, a media studies student at
The New School, is aware of the realities
being Indian-American. “Because of my
look and my accent, I can only apply for
and get roles catered towards a specific
audience,” she says.
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edge that is being transferred to
those outside the Indian commu-
nity.  Another factor that is creat-
ing this opportunity is that more
Indians are choosing to branch
out from traditional careers to
embrace a life in the entertain-
ment industry.   

Anisha Jhaveri, studying for
her M.A. in media studies with a
concentration in media manage-

ment at The New School in New
York, considers herself lucky
when it comes to family support
in picking a career. “I never once
experienced the often-stereo-
typed notion of Indian parents
pressuring their children to go
into finance or medicine,” she
says. “My family has been
encouraging since I announced
my decision to study film, and

despite the unconventionality
and uncertainty of the field, they
have been extremely supportive.”

If more Indians are wiling to
trade in the financial rewards and
stability that being a doctor can
bring for playing one on TV, is
there a market for Indian-
American-themed entertain-
ment? 

In the 2007 national consumer

expenditure survey of the Bureau
of Labor Statistics, Asian-
American households’ annual
aggregate expenditures averaged
$60,402, about 22 percent more
than the average household’s
$49,638.  This represents a demo-
graphic for advertisers to target.

With the economic downturn,
projects in the entertainment
industry are being scruti-
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TIF MIRZA and Tarun
Shetty, both film and
media students, are co-
founders of Raising

Desi Desi Productions.
Established in 2006, the produc-
tion house is best known for cre-
ating the hit Web series “Desi
OC” and the feature film “Bobby
Khan’s Ticket to Hollywood.”

Mirza graduated from
Webster University in St. Louis
with a degree in mass commu-
nications. On moving to
Hollywood, he worked on
numerous short films as the
director/editor. He currently
directs and edits for the South
Asian TV program Showbiz
India. 

Shetty graduated from New
York University’s Tisch School of
the Arts and worked as a profes-
sional stand-up comedian.  He
was hired to host/produce his
own comedy segment on
Showbiz India. He also worked
as a producer for A&E television
and G4 TV.  Shetty spoke with
The Indian American. Excerpts:

WWhhaatt  aarree  tthhee  aaddvvaannttaaggeess  ooff
bbeeiinngg  aann  IInnddiiaann--AAmmeerriiccaann  iinn
ttooddaayy’’ss  eenntteerrttaaiinnmmeenntt  iinndduussttrryy??

Advantages?  OMG.  South
Asians are in, baby!  We’re set for
life. Cha-ching. I say every South
Asian reading this should move
to Hollywood ’cause this money
train is going straight to
Mumbai and Raising Desi is the
conductor. 

Seriously, if you’re talking
about behind-the-scene jobs at
agencies and production com-
panies we’re on pretty equal
ground. Those entry-level assis-
tant jobs are hard to get, but
once there, Indian-Americans
have to grind it out like every-
one else and earn their $300 dol-

lars a week. If anything, we have
the advantage of being encour-
aged to overachieve in high
school. This work ethic is carried
over later in life and allows us to
move quickly through
Hollywood’s corporate ranks.

WWhhaatt  aarree  tthhee  ddiissaaddvvaannttaaggeess
ooff  bbeeiinngg  aann  IInnddiiaann--AAmmeerriiccaann  iinn
tthhee  iinndduussttrryy??

For starters, if you were given
a name that’s over 24 letters, I
suggest you change it because
nobody in Hollywood will be
able to pronounce it correctly.

That being said, for actors,
it’s getting better but there are
only so many roles for Indian-
Americans in Hollywood. Expect
to go through lots of rejection if
you want to book parts. 

WWhhaatt  ooppppoorrttuunniittiieess  ddoo
IInnddiiaann--AAmmeerriiccaannss  hhaavvee  nnooww
tthhaatt  tthheeyy  ddiidd  nnoott  hhaavvee  ffiivvee  yyeeaarrss
aaggoo??

Every Indian-American is
given a Prius, according to
California law. People don’t
know that. So if you haven’t
received a Prius, you should
contact the State Department
ASAP.  Indians also have a lot
more opportunities due to
South Asian culture being “in,”
brought about by the “Slumdog
Millionaire” craze. Or it’s due to
the “Desi OC” craze. I’m not
quite sure, and only history will

judge us. We see South Asian
culture blended into film/TV
story concepts and Indian-
American actors are used for
featured parts on mainstream
shows aside from cab drivers,
terrorists and 7-Eleven clerks.  

NBC just green-lit a pilot,
“Outsourced,” which features a
cast of Indians, so that’s a good
thing. Ultimately, if South Asians
can continue to demonstrate
that we are a financially sound
investment, Hollywood will pro-
vide more opportunities for
Indian-Americans.

WWhhaatt  ddoo  yyoouu  sseeee  aass  tthhee  ffuuttuurree
ffoorr  IInnddiiaann--AAmmeerriiccaannss  iinn  tthhee
eenntteerrttaaiinnmmeenntt  iinndduussttrryy??

I think we’ll get to the point
where Mexican-Americans are
and establish a lucrative pres-
ence in Hollywood. And by that,
I mean we will be further inte-
grated into mainstream media.
It would be great to see an
Indian-American host a talk
show or just have more South
Asians star in network TV shows
and movies. I still think we’re
kind of an abnormality, and
hopefully this will change. A few
South Asians will break through
the door followed by the other
1.2 billion.  Everything happens
in steps. We’ll get there, but it’s
going to take time. 

WWhhaatt  aaddvviiccee  wwoouulldd  yyoouu  ggiivvee

ttoo  IInnddiiaann--AAmmeerriiccaannss  ppuurrssuuiinngg
eenntteerrttaaiinnmmeenntt  aass  aa  ccaarreeeerr??

1. Know what you want to do. 
2. Have a game plan.
3. Find equally goal-driven

people who can complement
you and help start your own
projects as opposed to passively
waiting around.

4. Be prepared to change
course of direction, if another
opportunity presents itself.  

I can’t stress this enough.
Everyone has a different road.
Follow your instincts. 

HHooww  hhaass  ““DDeessii  OOCC””  cchhaannggeedd
tthhee  llaannddssccaappee  ffoorr  IInnddiiaann--
AAmmeerriiccaannss??

“Desi OC” fits into our mis-
sion at Raising Desi Productions
which is to elevate the profile of
South Asians within the enter-
tainment industry and encour-
age/create viable opportunities
and content. The show has pro-
vided an outlet for Indian-
Americans to get their voice
heard. Indian-Americans have a
very unique and interesting per-
spective that can play to mass
audiences.  We know this
because we get fan e-mails from
different ethnicities (South
Asians, Caucasian, African-
Americans) spanning across the
globe: U.S.A., U.K., Australia,
Canada, India and Pakistan. 

Both myself and Atif grew up
here so we have a lot of experi-
ence to develop story lines.
We’re also lucky to have a great
cast and crew and to find so
many talented Indian
Americans to work with here in
SoCal. 

Getting a ton of hits and
sponsors is great, but we’re also
proud to be a part of the chang-
ing Internet market as one of the
first South Asian Web serie 

‘South Asians are in, baby!’

A

Atif Mirza Tarun Shetty 

s.
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nized even more. Funding is
more readily directed to areas
that can offer a clear return on
investment. The entertainment
industry is beginning to realize
the value of Indian-American dol-
lars. 

In fact, the Screen Actors Guild
commissioned a survey in this
year titled “From Dollars and
Sense to Screen: The Asian Pacific
Market and the Entertainment
Industry.”  

In this report, 72 percent of
Asian/Pacific respondents agreed
or strongly agreed that they
remember commercials that fea-
ture Asian/Pacific actors or
spokespersons more than com-
mercials that do not. As advertis-
ers become more aware that
Indian-Americans are a viable
community to pursue, new
opportunities are likely to
become available to Indian-
Americans. 

Advertisers are also seeing the
success of using Indian actors in
their commercials. Ajay Mehta is
featured in the hugely popular
Fiber One commercials. With his
distinguished voice, he has been
telling us “Cardboard? No.
Delicious? Yes.” Over the last sev-
eral years, Fiber One has expand-
ed his role in its commercials. 

Mehta is an example of an
entertainment industry pioneer.
With roles on “24,” “Eli Stone,”
“Royal Pains” and the “Sopranos,”
he has played a cross-section
from doctors to ambassadors to
cab drivers. Yes, he was even the
busboy who got to kiss Samantha
on “Sex And The City.” His next
venture will be playing a vice
principal in the Nickelodeon
series “Everyday Kid.” 

“More shows are opening up
for Indian-Americans over the
last six to seven years. Not one
specific thing has made this hap-
pen – the increase has been a nat-
ural progression,” Mehta says.

Some Indian-Americans are
creating their own avenues. Take
for example filmmakers Atif
Mirza and Tarun Shetty of Raising
Desi Productions. They have just
finished production on a feature
film, “Bobby Khan’s Ticket to
Hollywood.” 

The duo also created the No. 1
South Asian Web series, “Desi
OC,” that has garnered over 1 mil-

lion views. The show focuses on
young South Asians growing up
and experiencing everyday prob-
lems in Los Angeles. They have
created a platform for desis to
have fun portraying their own
culture. 

“There are also many minority
entertainment programs such as
the Disney writing fellowships,
NBC diversity, and others,” Shetty
says. “The competition in
Hollywood is unbelievably tough

and being an Indian-American
gives us another opportunity to
apply and find work.” 

Aseem Chhabra, a writer who
specializes in the South Asian arts
and entertainment, is looking for-
ward to seeing how “Outsourced”
does. 

The first series with a majority
Indian cast, Outsourced” is set to
premiere on NBC in fall. Set in a
call center in India, the series is
described as a “comedy where

cultural differences are a novelty.”
Could this be the Indian-
American “Cosby Show”?

Surely the premiere of a show
like “Outsourced” could signal
good fortune for Indian-
Americans seeking to enter the
industry.  However, there are
some challenges that they face as
they embark on their path to
become inspirations for others. 

Subhi Khanna, an M.A. stu-
dent in media studies at The
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Above, Anisha Jhaveri, a media studies student at The New School, says her family has been very supportive
of her decision to study film, despite the unconventionality and uncertainty of the field. Below left, Deema
Mauladad of “Desi OC,” a Web series about young South Asians growing up and experiencing everyday 
problems in Los Angeles. Below right, Vinay Chowdhry, a professor of media studies at The New School, 
feels that being Indian-American in the entertainment industry can be quite a challenge.
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New School, is aware of the
realities being Indian-American.
“Because of my look and my
accent, I can only apply for and
get roles catered towards a specif-
ic audience. I feel the disadvan-
tage is that the Indian-American
has still not been accepted com-
pletely into mainstream cinema
and the roles usually offered to
Indian-Americans are stereo-
typed,” she says. 

As a professor at the New
School as well as a director/pro-
ducer with Dakoit Pictures, Vinay
Chowdhry has seen more of the
entertainment industry and
believes that being Indian-
American makes being successful
more challenging. 

“I think that the entertainment
industry is black and white in a
literal and figurative way. I think a
lot of people don't see me, an
Indian-American, as someone
who could be a part of the enter-
tainment industry.” 

It may be true that being
Indian-American can bring an
added level of difficulty in break-
ing into the entertainment indus-
try. However, many believe that
the background of coming from a
multicultural perspective, with a
rich heritage, deep familial ties
and traditions can provide a “leg
up” in pursuing one’s dream.

“India has a very rich story-
telling tradition which is cultivat-
ed from a young age,” says
Prarthana Mohan, who is study-
ing for her master’s in fine arts in
film production at Chapman
University in Los Angeles. “It real-
ly helps develop your imagina-
tion.” 

Ritesh Batra, a former New
York University film student
whose film “Story of Ram” won
an award at the Indian Film
Festival of Los Angeles, agrees,
“Being an Indian-American is
actually an advantage. You have a
whole set of experiences and
another source of inspiration
which you can draw upon.”

In characterizing the positives
of being Indian-American, Sonia
Chandra, a New School student
of film/media studies focusing on
art and science, experimental film
and multimedia installation,
adds, “I have a global outlook, as
Indian influences such as yoga,
meditation, music art and fashion
start to blend more and more
with Western life barriers are
breaking down – the way we per-
ceive consciousness is shifting.” 

If Chandra is correct, and the
barriers are breaking down, what
is the future for Indian-Americans
in the entertainment industry?
Media studies student Jhaveri
says, “We are also as yet a growing
community in this particular
field, so we are at the favorable
position of being able to steer the
direction that our films can take
and thus mold the image we por-
tray of ourselves for the rest of the
world.”

Sree Sreenivasan, a Columbia
Journalism School digital media
professor and one of AdAge's 25
people to follow on Twitter,
encourages Indian-Americans to
get involved in all aspects of the
entertainment industry as
opposed to just in front of the
camera. “There will always be
work for producers and behind

the scenes. The camera can see
only so many faces,” he says.

Shetty feels confident about
where Indian-Americans are
going, “Everything happens in
steps. We’ll get there, but it’s going
to take time.”  

Paul Hardart, professor of
media studies at The New School,
offers a good conclusion.  When
asked what he sees as the future
of Indian-Americans in the enter-
tainment industry, he responds,
“Endless and bright
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Above, New School student Sonia Chandra feels that in a global world
where Indian influences are gaining prominence, barriers are breaking
down. Below, from left,  Hedi Sabouhi, Sharlene Grover and Mauladad,
of “Desi OC” are among young Indian-Americans creating opportunities
for themselves. Below left, Khanna still feels that there are limited roles
for Indian-Americans in mainstream films or television.
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