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Chapter 6

Role models and stereotypes
An introduction to the “Other”

If you did a media-related research paper in high school, chances are
that your project was about stereotyping. You may have focused on
negative images of a particular group or examined particular “role®
medels? that provided an alternative to stereotypes. These two approaches
seem to have very different aims: one laying out the problem, the other
depicting the solution. And yet there are similarities deep within these
positiverands=riegativesstereotypesy and this chapter will examine how
these two images are part of the same phenomenon, called éOthe' r
In some ways, this chapter takes the opposite approach from the rest of
the chapters in this book. Instead of taking a single common term
(“identification,” “realism”) and multiplying that into more precise lan-
guage, this chapter takes two seemingly opposite categories (“positive”
and “negative” images) and combines them into a single idea.

Not only are there threads that connect positive and negative images,
but there are also connections across portrayals of different groups.
Regardless of which group you examine, there are certain common
themes in what might be called “images of” criticism (images of women,
African Americans, Southerners, Muslims, and so on). Negative depictions
of minority groups tend to emphasize the same kinds of character qualities,
which gives them a sort of interchangeability. This chapter points out
some of these parallel strategies, all of which are part of creating=Sthe
©rher:” As we begin to sce patterns-in-the-way-multiple-groups-are.por:
wayed, it becomes less-likely. thatthese-negative-qualities~exist=in=the
aetual=grotups. What is more-likely-is-that-these-strategies-have=become
pare-of-a-generalized-toolkit-for-portraying-people-who-are-“different”

What do we learn by looking at the connections between positive and
negative stereotypes? One reason to explore the notion of the “Other”
is to break down the link between a group’s images and its real char-
acteristics. You may ask, “If.there isn’t-seme-truth to-these-stereotypes,
then=why do-we-keep=seeing~them?> This chapter explores how such
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images are propagated. And while 1 believe that we should work for
more, better, richer images of people in media, at the same time I want
to recognize just how difficult chis is. H=4@clering™ s indecd part—of
the=basictoolkit-inherited-by-mediamakers;then-how-do-they-go-outside
dhestoelbox?=This chapter also examines some of the pitfalls of well-
intentioned mediamakers attempting to create “positive” images. By
situating stereotypes within the larger process of “Othering,” 1 hope to
open up a discussion on the difficult tradeoffs of making images of
underrepresented groups.

“Us” and “them”

Every group is_deeply-invested-in-policing.its-boundaries. From high
school cliques to nations, we are concerned with defining who gets to be
part of the group and who is on the outside. One of the challenges for a
modern nation such as the United States is to decide what it means te.be
“inclusive™ while=still-maintaining-a-distinctivesidentity as “Americans.”
Every bit of mass communication offers an opportunity for}_usj to
rgnegotiatezor-re=solidify=our-boundary as an American society. |

In fact, T just did a common but subtle little boundary manet_fver in
that last paragraph, one of the simplest but most powerful ways of
a_group with words. I used the word “us” as=ifsitswege-clear
who™was=being-addressedi=“you?sthe-American. If you are reading this
in a British or Argentinian class, you have just been subtly cxcluded in
that par'lglaph I did this to p10v1de a=littles demaﬂstratun’ of the' “POWEr
b]atantly in the/;est of thc chapter, but I also want to aclmowledge how
difficult it is for me to avoid some level of Othering in this book. When
I chose to write this book in a less formal tone, I necessarily created
a mental version of “you” the reader, and undoubtedly this creates a
‘M” For most chaf;t_as of this book, I hope that the more personal
address works well. In a chapter about the importance of addressing
“you” and “them,” this tone creates problems. I’ll admit that I can’t find
a way around these difficulties without totally changing the book, and
so I leave it in your hands, The bright student should not only read this
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chapter for its content but also loek-for-theways-that my swords-create ~¥-

ani@rther. Go ahead; be brutal. It will give you good practice in thinking
critically about how media express meaning.

The tiny words “we,” “us,” and “you” have considerable rhetorical
power. If you acccpt my-words as being addressed-to-you.
wnsideryourself=patt-of-the-fus.” If-yoti d6 not, then you ‘are part 6l

“them.”. Consider the way that newscasters, advertisers, or politicians
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use stich terms when they address their audiences: “Radical-Muslims-are
eut=tordestroy-onrway-of-living?; “If you want to save money on your
income tax, listen to this offer”; “This next story will put a smile on
your face.” You don’t even have to believe that the message is true.
All you have to do is to accept that the message is aimed at you, and
then you have 1cccptcd thaP-y-e-u—are-'partr.-ofvth‘c:“' “uis;”"tlie"group=being
185¢ one of the people whose living is
thleatened by “them” (the radical Mushma) you are a lawabiding tax-
paver who nevertheless wants to pay less money to the governmerit. If
you reject the message’s call (changing the channel because you hate
mushy feel-good news stories), then you have not only rejected the call
to feel part of the group being addressed but you also have denied
yourself the possible pleasure of participating in the text.
rlzouxs—Althusacrmalls this simple but powerful process “interpellation.”
[ ‘is.when-a-person_accepts-that-shethe-is=being= addressed.
Althussel s example is a police officer yelling, “Hey, you there!” If you
answer the call (“Yes, officer?”) or if you flee, you are recognizing that
you are the person the officer wants to see. Youraceept-an=identity.not
~of your-owii making but one that the officer offers: You are a “possible
suspect.” This Jdcntlty is imbedded in the language; it may not even fit
you very well. Nonetheless, if you answer or acknowledge the call, you
are at—leastﬂtcmpdm'n]y and-partially-aceepting-the tole-being, addressed.
You may even feel a little guilty, wondering, “What did I do to attract
the cop’s attention?” even if you did nothing wrong. Those who do not

respond to the cop’s shout do not consider themselves under suspicion.

{1918-90) expanded on the ideas of Karl Marx, arguing that
the influence of economics was more complicated than Marx proposed.
Althusser said thatathesvarious=social- mstrr.uuprgs (the church, education,
government, the family, the media, and so on) d;d ROt speak:wnrirsa-nmﬁeh
Vvoice*to”promote-the status.quo. Although all of these are interrelated -
through ideology, no one of them cog{fols the others (Marx thought that
economic structures were the base ‘;ﬁat determined a society’s foundation).
These institutions are r@lhﬁﬁ’élffa"fftbﬂom'cus.;.and;soethey.:-'camiconmadigb.;3
eachsother in their zeal to promote their agendas. Althusser also argued
thatrinstead “of discussingsthes*individual* '(a"Romantic notion"of‘aswhole-
person=whorhasree will).we:should-focus on.the “subject™ (a contradictory=
positionsthat=triesstarcobble-together. an.identity.from:the various-identities
offeredstosustby society). See Althusser’s “Ideology and Ideclogical State
Apparatuses” for more. 2
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Althusser’s example is a fairly broad one, but eur_ mass-mediated
society=sends-hundreds-ef-much=more-specifiec=“Heysyousi-to_us_every
day. A 16-year-old may barely register hearing a commercial message
that says, “Are you looking to refinance your mortgage?” but 1 listen
because I accept “homeowner” as one of my identities. Such “Hey,
yous” do not even have to be in words. A commercial that shows trendy

moung people hanging out together is clearly not trying to sell me

(a boring middle-aged guy) anything. I let that message pass me by, not
accepting its call. We-make:ourzway=through:thesworldyFacknowledging,
some callssrejecting=others=Bit>by=bit=this positions:-us.«in: society

zmamcmbers of~this= e;roup but=not that: one;-or-at: Eeqst ‘asy wannabe__,_

members of argroup.’ I may not be as hip as those young people in
the commercial, but maybe I am nostalgic for my younger days, or I
aspire to be part of a crowd that know each other so intimately. I can
accept the commercial’s call on any number of levels: “Hey, you, hip
young person, person who li[ces feeling young, or person who wants to

qg{.r_o‘\l,_and bload broad‘enough to-attract-the attennon of-a.sizable.

number-of-people;narrow-enough-sor that-people=will-recognize they.are.

beingraddressed:—

The flip side of this processef\inter
exclades: Mediated images are always particular; they show specific
people and specific places. When I was growing up in a rural Southern

small town, I recognized the intent of those commercial messages aimed
at teens who just want to have fun. I also recognized that the actual
Egml;g@l_,j}l_lgggs of those funloving people looked nothing like me and
my friends hanging out on a Saturday night. In some ways, I answered
the_interpellation of those messages. Of course I wanted to have fun.
But in other ways, [ saw how the message did not fit me. I recognized
that T was a Kthemf and not an \’u_si_m_l

I do not want to overstate the impact of a commercial message | saw
when I was 16; nor is this intended as a plea for you to pity me. We are
not helpless pawns of media shaping our desires. But one of the media’s
most_powerful strategies is the simple ‘*He'\f “you;
the power of repetition,

=Over-time, hlough
mtmpellamon can send messages—of=who
belongs.-and- who -does= ~not. Tll&_powel—ls net-in.the-messages-them-
selves; we filter out many messages that do not “fit” us, and the media
are only one source of material for piecing together our identitics. These
images become important-for-otr=selfsidentitiesswhen-we=accept=their
eallpwhen=wessay;y“Yespmelrto=the“Hey;you!”
Whether-it-is-acceptedsor-rejecteds-a-call-throtigh the*media-defines-a-
pasticularwersion-ofipeoplelikemusi? It'also-framessa:“them;? which-we

)
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-callbéh_ “Other” The Other is anyone who is not “people like us.” As
e et
we shall see, the Other is an extraordinarily useful category in story-

telling. If mainstream media tend to create protagonists:whoware=in:

" somesways“likerus,” they also populate the world with Others=who
cithers opp 5 Ethe ﬁrotagomsts «oL-presents alterpatives:tosthem. In this
Ereates a system of values;.with-some
. bemg Neareritor ‘us” and.others: bemg posmoned as-differentIn the rest
Y of this (.h".ptel [ will examine some of the more common storytelling
( der_ltmes}

I wzll begin by lookmg at ti1e images of one 1e particular group because
thesc 1mages s0 clearly demonstrate the broad outlines of Othering.
liang present an interesting case partly because their images
hqw_ “such-a= long"h[sto‘ry* in=American~popular=eculture, dating back to
" Revolutionaries dressing up as Indians to throw tea overboard i
symbolic protest at the Boston Tea Party. Popular imagery of Natlv

Americans has been aroundilong enough to move through several dif-

ferent phases. In addition, American Indians serve as asuseful-case-study

becausesmaginatjon plays such a large part in our images of Indians. In

real life, the Amenmn government systematically relocated most Indians

from their various tribal homelands to reservations that were physically

distant from most population centers. Since=mainstream=culture=seo

rarely=encoumrersereal<life-indians, it is relatively free to configure whar

7 little it knows about Indian culture into characters that serve useful

¢ roles in narratives. This is Otheting-at-its=purest=with-little-need=tobe
constrained=by-the<fealitysof-actual-Native Amenmrr*l_xfe

American Indian populm images can be condensed into a single,

useful combination: gh CGoble saw.zge—ﬁT he noble savage displayseboth

i » eentral-tendenciessof-Othering: that Others are different from us because

o they are naturally better than us in some crucial aspects, and thatethey

o are=lessrcomplerely=human=than=we=are. Although one side of this

Othering seems complimentary to the group and the other insulting, the

i two aspects are intimately linked. When we assume thatsthesothegs

| different=fromeus-in-some=keysaspect, this can be citherfrighteningly

repulsive or exotically attractive. The image of tlaer\-f_iglob[c savagd” cap-

tures tendencies of Othering: creating an impossibly decent image or a

b repulsive repository of what “we” have rejected. In many ways, the

| “noble savage” 'image embaodies our attitudes about many groups, not

just Indians. In exploring these assumptions, we will be laying the

foundations for a wide variety of Othering.

At the heart of much Othering is the idea thatthe Tndianis somehow

eloser o Tature: “We” may have lost much of our connection to the

land because we live in a modern world whose technology and pace cut
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us off from a more “natural” way of living. We want the conveniences

of this lifestyle, but we also recognize what we have given up, and & el )

arg:nostalgicfor:azdeeper-commectiomrwith theland. For most of us, this
does not mean sellmg our modern possessions and living in a log cabin.

Rather, this nostalgia for simpler times results in weelerd=car-rides=to
spectacular-parks=seraside forthemadern citizen=ta 5 econ et o atiire
issmall-dosesBut Indiais: (according.to the.image). have not made-this
break from. the land. They are-much-more-attuned-to-natural- rhythms
of day/night and the seasons, where we try to control those natural
phenomena through technology. Theirsxbodies=arehardened through
struggles to ,carve-our their existence, where we must subject our bodies
to machines at the gym to gain a_ similar physique.. Therefore-theirs
relationshipstostheir-bodies is'cliffe1ent,;thcy1,“hve in-their-bodiesZ-tore,

while we surround ourselves with the mental and-imaginative pleasures
of media and cyberspace.

This éonnf:ctlon of fbody__,m nature; viewedsin: a:positive=light,
Rrg\ades [ Q_b_L‘, shalfof-the-“noble -savage? equation. This can be
Seensim: the figuresof-the shaman, who uses a mystic connection to nature
to open up older, richer forms of consciousness. Perhaps with the aid of
natural hallucinogenics such as peyote we can also bypass our modern
programming and find a New Age peace by following a spirit animal
who will guide us on the shaman’s path. Or such a_connection to the
homeland creates asstrongersvalueson-family-than(“we¥*lave, encoura-
ging Indians to value=their-elders’wisdom instead of hiding them in
institutions designed only for the aged. And thus the**wise-old-Indian”
figure speaks truths that we cannot see because our modern eyes have
been blinded through overexposure. Such Indians=understand-the=value
afe mmumt'u thatsweshaveslost as we immerse ourselves in television
and” Compmcr screens, isolating ourselves from each other.The tribe/
community is thessourcerofmeaning for this Tiidian. Because the- tribe-1s
moresimportant-than-the-individual, such Indians are nobly willing to
sacrifice themselves for the greater good of the community. Revisionist
Westerns portray these noble Indians as peacefully existing on the land
until they were forced to defmd thcmsciws from Westerners wielding
superior technology. TFheifipe 7 thesnobleslndian in
our desire to occupy their lands"and we hopc to reclaim a portion of the
conquered perspectivc/.by"]i—ayingj visits to air-conditioned cinemas to see
stories of simpler pegple.

This connection to_ natme can just as easily result in a horrifyingly
hostile figure, ,-the, savage part of the “noble savage.” Nature may be
beautifuland-picturesqueybutitrisalsepowerful and destructive, and so
anyene=connected=so~closely=to-mature~is=also=drawn=to=violence.

Ly
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Civilization, with all its tendencies toward alienation and weakness, lnq
the distinct advantage of curbing our animal desires. A more(’ mtmi\l/
life puts people more in touch with the.beast=within, making them a
danges=tossaciety. This image of the Indian gives us the=classic=Indian
enemy, who tracks their prey by sceing signs in nature that we cannot
see and who Shl.’[(‘,l(b m’utuul&tﬂ animalistic war cries before savagely
slaughtering \pcople “like us.” This Indian indiscriminately kills men,
women, and children, mkmg a scalp as we would take a beaver pelt,
further showing his lack of value for human life. This Tndian brings not
only the threat.of-death but also thesthreatof-an-unbridled. sexualitysas
the warrior-apes-the-captive.

Usually we picture this Indian savage in the mythic past, and in gen-
eral it is easier for us to picture-Indians-in-the-past-rhanexisting-in-ouL
moedern=world. We acknowledge that real Indians still inhabit the
twenty-first century, though our imagery of them still gravitates toward
premodern times and values. When we do think of more modern
Indiansg=we=think=of=drunken=Indians. releasing their primitive urges
because they cannot hold their liquor as a civilized person should, ot of
Indizns-ranning ¢asinos. The Indian casino further ties the modern
Indian to! ﬂrrdhona"[zt?),\ although here they are able to exploit: the
exploiter’s greed-for money by running irrational games of chance. This
Indian is dazy, which is the flip side of being linked to natural
rhythms. Rather than making rational plans to gain money honestly
through work (as we teach our children to do), this Indian passively
expects to be taken care of by the government like a child. This under-
standing of ghe {ndiaﬁa& &_cﬁz[a' \encouragesustomtake, a . parental
tole, making ‘decisions in their best interest about where and how t they

should live.

Table 6.1 will help summarize some of the different values associated
with “us” and with the Indian “Other.” Of course no single image of
the Indian embodies all these qualities, but, as we have discussed, these
values are all related through the process of Othering. I have described
the case of images of Native Americans in some detail in order to point
out how these pateriis, form the basis for depicting many other groups.
Consider the connection between 0 als of African Amcncana_fmd
Native Americans. We see mmges “of young wuilors who havebeen
placed into segregated=areas. (the=thood?), where they travel instribes
(“gangs®), engaging in brutal=viclencerim=defense. of, their-land=(<turf.
They are icrationally-attractedsto-shiny-garish-objects (“bling?), juse-as
Indians.foolishly-mistook=beadszand=trinkets for.real value, just as chil-
dren play dress up to look more like adults. They also are depicted as
Inzy, «preferring=tosreceivergovernment=assistance than to eke out an

.
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i%é_ble 6.1 Comparing “Other? values with four” values'

The Other/“themn”

s

?aturc~ Modernity

Bﬂ\éﬂguy Civilization
ody Mind

Irrationality

Rationalit
Sexuality ionality

Repression

Laziness

. Industry
Ch]ld_h_ood Adulthood
Tradition Progress
Community/group [ndividual
Past ‘ Present/future
Connection Alienation
Place Mobility

Relaxed time/rhythm
Timeless wisdom
Simplicity

Regulated time/rhythm
Specific knowledge
Complexity

,ulb;m culturelis depicted as as “ha ut®culture,
often full of brazen.display-(<booty: shaking”) that reveals Is their-sexual
confidence. If the young black person Tives through this harrowing
world, then 'hc/shc“ has a chance to become wise. The=*wiseolder
Inchan (played by Graham Greene in Dances with Wo!z/as) and the*
“Wise-older-black man/woman? (played by Morgan Freeman in The
Shawshank Redemption or Cicely Tyson in Diary of a Mad Black
Woman) serves essentially the same purpose in storytelling.

Or consider similar patterns in the undcrstandmglof women.;‘
Advertising=emphasizes.«“softerZsselling as the way to tar gcl women
with ads focused lesszonsrationalsinformatiofnand=more-on- emot‘lonai
appeals. The-standard=formula..for making-a-~Hollywood=action=flm
moresatiractive-torwomen=is=to=giverthermale ‘hero=a=love: Interest,
sipce_women. are-assumeds=to-be-more-interested=insintimate-connected-
uess. This emphasis on interconnection makes women different in
business and_public affairs, according to such i imagery. A=wotld=run=by
women would-be-kindersand: “gentlery-more=attuned=to=the=needs=of
family, and thus ‘nobler.” It would be less.driven, more focused on
taking=timeto_talk _with_others in the community. Women have
this different perspectlvc because=of. the. distinct.. expesience=6ftheir
bodies, according to this way of t thinking, They give~birth and
therefore are smore~connected=torchitdhood; they are tied"to “monthly
eyelesstharemake thefiirrational; they are obsessedwwith-how-thei?

bodies-look.

honest living, /
V
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We can see similar patterns in the Western dep1ct10n of Asian peoples‘

as being intimately.more-tied-to. community- and family than “we” are,
even to the point of squelching=individuality~for the good=of=the
“whole. Such individuals are capable of unthinkable sacrifice (kkamikazes,
hari-kari) to preserve the_community. When we look at modern. Japamese
business strategics, we sce them as operating withra distinctive-communal

culture. More typically, we Westerners picture: Asian‘culture-as ascultyre

of~the  past;~emphasizing . stories:-of long-ago--China--and=Japan over
modern times. Lvetyone-in-a martial arts film.seems. to-be-born with a

body:that- can, engage-in-spectacular kung fus-just-as everyone-in-black

cultute-seems-to-have-an‘innate ability-to-dance.

"I do not believe that all stereotypes are exactly the same. There is a
particular=inflection=in-each- group’s=stereotype (such as an Asian’s
martialartsabilities and Italian Americans -as-mobsters). But much of
that stereotype retraces-the-outline-of-the-Other-({the-Mafiose’s-value-on
family=and-violence, for-instance). The pa1t1culautv of a stereotype sis

the~remnanc-that=is-left-over_ after -you-remove /the generic Othermg_,

strategwsx {for more on generic Otheung, see the Na'vi in Avatar, which
' mixes and matches various bits of native imagery).

You can go on with this exercise {and I encourage you to do so),
finding ways that various real-life “Othered” groups reconfigure the set
of values {positively and negatively) that are on the chart. At some point
in this discussion, some of you may speak from your own experiences to
say, “Wait-a-minutelsThe-stereotypes-are partly-true!“Black=culrure s
about-dancing!- \X/omen jreally-do- like-talking-about~emotions=more!
Chinese-people-do- bc,heve—m family!” and so on. What I would say to
you is that Othering makes it difficult to sce the truth of any of these
statements. Since Othering tends to portray groups as noble and/or
savage, this makes‘it hatd for us to see any actual nobility or savagery
in the group. It is hard tosseparate-the actual-behaviot of real*people
from-thevimages  that-circulate; concerning their-group. How do you
know if you are seeing a real group characteristic or simply an example
that is more vivid because.it” l.OHﬁ]_ ms what you have been taught about
that group_ through Othering?

\_"Medm ‘Othering ._1‘sirnot so-powerful-that-it.overrides. your/ ,reatht:
Expeuence If you have spent considerable time in Native American
l(:u]ture your images of actual Indians will outweigh a more generalized
notion of thc ‘noble savage. B But{)thermg does-shape-your-experiences
and~ya mtc1p1ct1t;on “of vthem. Othered-images—have-a—lind=of
'yzzagnetﬁmé If-we-see-arreal=lifesinstance-that-confirms our-image-ofsthe
Othm, we-tend to give thatexample special-attention. The Other draws
confirming real examples to it like a magnet attracts iron. Isolated
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instances that do not fit the Othered image are not clustered together
(just as a magnet does not attract glass), and so they tend to accumulate
less weight. Quver.time-you.can-gather.examples. of group.members. that
violate«the-Qthered 1magc, and- you. can.reject-the-attractive -power
of=the=Other.. But the image of the Other does exert a force in our
perception, not only over-groups that we know little about but also
over populations that we encounter. By seeing how generic Othering can
be, you can guard against an unthinking understanding that women
—are” more tied to community or African Americans tend to be more
sexual. Secing the Other as a broad social pattern (and not a collection
of isolated stereotypes) helps us begin to sce our own world more
clearly.

Creating the evil other, creating the funny other

When dit;cus‘sing the ways that popular images create Qthers, it is all
foo fasy to blame Big Bad Hollywood (BBH]. BBH is perpetuating ste-
rcot)pcs and doing damage to the social fabric of the world’s societies.
T we could just get those greedy, insensitive produccxs in BBH to think
more carcfully about the images they distribute, then maybe we could
have more positive images.

However, almost évery mediamaker [ have met does not fit this
stercotype of BBH. It is, of course, hard to generalize about an entire
profession, but the mediamakers I have met tend-to-be.thoughtful-and
well=meaning, which complicates the idea that changing the personnel

will also change the institution. Qthering=is-part-of-the language~of. <

siorytelling -that-Hollywood-uses every-day (sce Chapter 3). Regardless
of who is behind the camera or writing the script, mediamakers con-
front_similar narrative problems, and Othering can p10v1de a useful
Solution in many storytelling situations.

Let’s take a simple scence in which you (the mediamaker) want your
hero to walk down A menaciiig urban street;"There are many different
ways to convey this sense of a frightening environment. You could use
sound effects to startle your protagonist or lighting to create sharp, 4
deep shadows. You can also put intimidating figures on the street.
Making media always involves a command of the details, and so you
would have to cast particular acrors to lurk in those shadows.
You would need figures that would_instantly_convey criminal _intent

through their body types, posture,. hairstyles, and clod_l_gg_g “Of course,
anyone can potentially be a violent criminal in real life, given the right
mixture of genetic disposition and social environment. However, in

this storytelling instance, you don’t have time to show how a group of
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clean-cut suburban white kids became a gang of. menacing toughs. These
are not major characters with complicated backstories in your film.
These are extras who are onscrecn. bm,ﬂy, .md 50 you plobqbly would

you do choose a racial mixture of tough (.llecteLb, you plobab.y would
rely on other counterbalancing factors from the language of imagery.
Your lone white boy would probably be f-ough‘iy-*ghavenr-a-jd"cla-rker.;
your white girl might be leather-elad-and-pierced, not dressed in pastels.
You are not being intentionally racist or sexist. You. are snnpl‘y a
mediamaker trying to do a straightforward job: mak(? it seem brleﬂ,_v
dangerous for your hero to walk to a parked car. This is your hero’s
story, not the urban youths’. In telling that story, you .lmve fal—lf.e-mapray
tosthesmagnetisnrofrthe-Other. You have unwittingly reinforced its long
history.

We it:'un tlus hibtmy rather quickly tlnough ﬂequcm cxposule to

£I =playcd with cho blocks togethcr We were pflaymg a good guy/bad,

guy” scenario, and my son confidently chose which of ‘the
figures was the bad guy. Since I am an academic who deals with 1eprc-
sentation, 1 15kcd hlm why-that- p:utu,ulzu Lego character was the evil
one. He said, ©Becar tswdarker.” /In spite of my best left-leaning
intentions to raise a child without plE]lelCC, my son had learned his
lesson from four years of watching children’ssmedia. Fhe=villainsin-cas-
toons-is-thechara cfe‘.fwnh"darkerskmv faual ~hain=and: A'deepér«-vmee
If only it were this easy to spot the “bad guy” in real life! But the < media
do not present the real wcnld, they show one narrative situation after

another, ea(,h one 1eiymg on the language ofimagery, each one based on
A ilatic ns “of spcc1hc representation for “specific

:;torytel[mg pulpOSCS B .

- The mediamakers’ job is tesfaximize the story’s :rlmga@&aaua:he
audiemce, and so the-temptation”is to use everything in their power to
malke the villain_as reprehensible as possible. One way to examine the
history ofr Othcunb is to look at thes v:llams ine hlrn /The most :

=th(: “code of the West.” Spy hlms ‘war :1'1111t1vcs detectwe stories, and
action movies often need dependably recognizable villains for their nar-
ratives o, wolk and suci ﬁgures can be pewcrfu—l-"emhodnpenm&.

St
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it.becomes. moredifficult o/ ﬁnd a “lnssabl vﬂlam ﬁgure who does not”
f’epresent a valued import ant minority, remd sso-the=Naziythe=terrorist,
aidthesredneck can serve the dcpendable purposes that Indians and the
Viet Cong once did. .
In many modern media the hero bears a strong.resemblance to_the
intagonist because he/she needs some similar qualities (a loose inter-
pretation of the law, perhaps) in order to defeat the foe. In such cases,
you should paysattention tozhow. thesfilmedraws-the-line- between.‘us2~
“them bccausc such medla p10v1dr: p:utlculzuly good laboratories
: _ therimg2Of course
kﬁnnonal mcdla do_not. plee,ent 1eahty, they give us a c]oscd' storytelling
system with limited options for our sympathies. The hero may be
rcprehcnslblc in absolute moral terms, but ac least hefshe is morally
preferable to our other options in the film/television program. One of
the best ways to make a.morally=shady.-hero acceptable to us is
to surround him/her  withsecharacters.-who._are ‘inore... shady,..more
(QLhCIEdJ Although Kareem Said and Tobias Beecher in the prison series
O,v _are sometimes capable of violence and cruelty, they are not as
hadlStIC as most of the other convicts in Oswald State Penitentiary.
Havi ing morc violent alternatives makes Said and Beecher seem more
“like us.” Such media encourage us to make moral calibrations: which
of these characters’ qualities is worse? These villains and heroes
negotiate between those qualities that are valued and those that are
Othered. (See Chapter 3 for more discussion on morally=preferable
sbgra&.ters )
Horror - medla. particularly those dealing with the supernatural,
provide uscful case studies in villainous Othering because filmmakers
have fewer worries about their representations upsetting any group
of actual humans (since there are no powerful pro-vampire or -zombie
rights organizations). Certainly the undead are horrifying, but if
filmmakers can combine these frightening figures with our real-world
anxities, they can create even more effective monsters. Robin Wood has
argued that=one-can-trace=the-history=of modern~American anxieties:
hylooking=at=:the=progression=ofmonsters=in- “Hollywood-horror
films. When horror films. emerged insthex930ss-thevillains-represented.a
vague scase, ofsEuropeansness? (without insulting any actual European
immigrant communities—where the heck twas Transylvania, anyway?)
threatening_the su'ug,ht white. (and rather boring) romantic couple.
Afrer=World™WaT T}, the focus changed to more-
Wood argues that the=family=beeomes the=s6irie “of GirArixieties.
Wesare=afraid=that-we are~losingour-itifiocenrehildren (Rosemary’s
Baby, The Exorcist) toxforces=outside=our “controly-creating-misshapen

internal-concerns.

LY
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families (The Texas Chainsaw Massacre)s EH01101 medid can activates
out~fears=of=the=mentally- uns_taJJ].(:,rchroaChmg echnology, border
_invasionsmby=reallife=(illegal)-alienssmand:so=on: .Add some zombie

T,

" makeup and these social fears can be made into well-disguised but

potent. monsters.

The_,_Qiihei’rCan-=bc~frightening; it;can-also-be-funny. In its aggressive
form, the Other appears to have vicious claws, but if you de-claw the
Other, lns/her dlffﬁlCllC‘L can serve as t he. butt ‘of our jokes. In the classnc

@ ”

us, dﬂd the “ﬁl.'.]ﬂ}' one more easlly fooled th:m we are. r
often depend on a-violationzofzour-role-expectations, and so they can.
réinforce thoserexpectations:by-showing-us-their_opposite.. For example,
remember our imaginary scene involving a gang of toughs. Now cast the
scene with little old ladies, and you have a comedy. In fact, this is
exactly what Monty Python did in the classic sketch “Hell’s Grannies.”
The whole joke of the sketch is the comic spectacle of a gang of
grandmothers on a delinquent rampage. This provides a twist on the
“straight” way to stage such a scene, reminding us of our stereotypes
about age and gender.

' Sitcom) casts are configured _to_provide multiple opportunities for
“laughs, but often dhe=biggest= GutS]d‘l’;‘IS—the orie“who™ gets=the-biggest
daughs. Everyone on Friends, Cheers, and Seinfeld delivers punchlines,
_but.chese sitcoms also create systems where some characters are more

L1 3 ;
“normal™than others. Ross and Rachel are usually savvier than the

clueless fbey and Phoebe; Sam is more grounded than the lovable losers

who populate his bar; and Jerry (in spite of his many foibles) is still
astonished at Kramer’s bizarre antics. Many.peints-of. difference-can-be
posmonedfas—theduuny@ heriinza-siccom, from=pelitical- conservatism
(Family. Ttes%f&@ﬁneg(idqgl (Family Matters). The same quality can be
’hl(e us? in one comedy and Othered in another sitcom, depending on
the particular arrangement of elements. In=l=Love- Lucy,-Lucy’s.desire
to~funetion=outside=the=home=makes=her"the>Other;=and-=her=Hispanie
“husband—Ricky=lmas=the=more=“feisonable™ attittde “concerning..the
-woman’s-place-in=society, One could easily imagine another sitcom that
makes the heavily accented Ricky {or Apu from The Simpsons or Khan
from King of the Hr.’_[) the comic focus.

Tlu:;[r(:emlc Othélf ng cuts both ways. On one hand, the-biggest=Other
is=the..biggest=butt-of-jokes, and thus participates in a long line of
denigratingshumor (one of the clearest ways to sce how Othering works
across groups is the interchangeability of many ethnic jokes. You can
usually substitute “Polack” or “Texas Aggie” or “Manchester United
Red Army” into “blonde” ithout damaging
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their humor).! Onitherotherhand; the ¢ c;,ol:mc ‘Qthersis;often.the. breakout.
starsZany Lucy is the star of I Love Lucy, not Ther husband Desi Arnaz.
Utkel the-nerd-is the memorable figure from Faynily Matters. It’s fun to
play the comic Other; by definition, they.get-to do.the.most outrageous
_things, Without these figures’ blundering, there would be no plot to
these sitcoms, and so the Other can be the most_narratively important
character in the series.

“This Lomcdy strategy has a long, checkered history dating back at
least' to the minstrel days of /Blackfacesin. America. One of the reasons ¢ S
white performers darkened their faces was that it allowed..them to_act
mote=freely=than_white_people-could in=proper=society. Blackface
allowed them to=make=verbal= nﬁstakes, to=be=morezsexual, and..to
behaye.like.animals. It can be hard to break free from this history of
Othclmg, even when creating a feel-good narrative about accepting
‘Others. For instance, Shrek appears to be a world full of Others, from
ogres to outrageously accented cats. But semesOthers-are-more-Other
thanwothers. Ogres Shrek and Fiona are the “people like us,” with
Donkey serving as the more outlandish comic figure (with African
American comedian Eddie Murphy providing a blackface vocal perfor-
mance}. Comic Orthering, therefore, is tricky. Becoming an Other can
distinguish you from the crowd; it can make you a star. However, the

price of that stardom is that you become the “problem” thatr must be
solved in each episode. Lucy must be pur back into the home; Homer
Simpson’s reckless actions endanger his family, and Marge must restore
things to normal. Therlogic=of: much=comic-storytelling=depends..on
someonessticking-their=neck-out-far-enough=to-be-different-enough-for
Cuskio-laugh-at them.

“You're taking these-jokesters far too seriously,” you may be saying.
“They’re comedians, not politicians. What difference does Homer
Simpson really make?” One of the main point‘; of this_chapter is that a.
televlsmn _program or ;ﬁlm deesinotiexist in isolation from the rest of 7

a hxstory Part of the * ]Ok{‘. ‘of Homer Simpson is that the dumbest

1 “Aggies” arc the mascot of Texas A&M University, which has a spirited
American football rivalry with the University of Texas Longhorns. The
ManchestersUnited=-Red=Army is onc of the most notorious groups of soccer
“hooligans,” whose spirited support of the British football club contributed
to physical brawls and riots, particularly in the 1970s and 1980s. ®Polack
Jokes™ (which portrayed Polish immigrants as unintelligent) circulated
widely in the United States in the twentieth century, perhaps most famously
in TV’s All in the Family. Fhe*dumb-blomde™ stereotype has a long history
featuring Marilyn Monroe, Judy Holliday, Suzanne Sommers, and Lisa
Kudrow.
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member of the family is the father, the one who allegedly should “know
best.” Marlk.Crispin-Miller has argued that we can trace a shift in the
depiction of sitcom families from earlier days in which the:ehild-was the
source-ofstheshumorous:problem=and-the:father-brought thewisessalu-
tionsto-the-problem (“Ward, I'm worried about the Beaver”). In the
1980s. Bill=Caoshy was the' :‘funny man”of the family as well as the
source of family wisdom. With=*TheSinipsons wesee a fullinversionsof
status;.the fatheris-a-buffoon-and.the-children-are-savvier-and=hipper.
The reasons behind/this shift are. complex, involving asmarketing-focus
on=youtheilture, changmg-atntudesntowud parental-authority, and so
. But Homer Simpson’s humor depénds _on this changing history of
the father’s image in American pop culture. The shift from the father as
having-attitudes:“like-us?=tosthefather-as “Other s significant.

The other crucial point to make here is that whenever you put a
figure into a story, the relationships become complex. I have briefly
cited Lucy Ricardo and Homer Simpson as relatively straightforward
Others, but when you actually look at the narratives, these characters
become more complicatéd: Yes, Lucy is the comic spectacle that her
husband Ricky must tame, but there are times when Ricky is Othered
for his funny accent and Lucy is more “like us.” Similarly, Homer is the
butt of many jokes, but there are times when the narrative positions him
as more “like us,” compared to Apu’s foreignness.

Even_while-depicting=these=characters-as-“Others; ~these.programs
alsorgain-sympathy-for-them. by-encouraging.our-identification, linking us

powerfully with them (see Chapter 3). Natrativesis-comiplicated in the

way it_engages our_social attitudes and our personal emotions. Rarelysis
' asfipurenothing but @ father?-oman=Indiarr*in-a=narrative because the
story gives them a particular history, and we can engage with*various
patts=of-thescharacrer=We can find simpler examples of Othering in
[_br__ media forms, such as print=advertisements and televisionueam-
mereials. In such short ads, we may see figures that purely stand in for
“father” (as a man romps with his baby in a diaper commercial) or

-

“Indian”

characters -arermeant=to=evoke-theirsocial=type-quickly, since the
1dv§1t156ment does not have time to give them particular backstories
(we don’t know how the father was treated by his father, or if the
Indian sued to regain tribal land). Even-thesimages-in-briet-ads or-in-
musi vldem can’ be complmated partlculmly»lf*they— ‘present=stories.But
i S eo-is-probably-the-longest.media
] ¢ JsMypc 2. Withwanything-longer
than— thi Othcrlng"becomes =motercomplexrbecatse "of the -way=that
stofytellimgreomplicates:characteér-and elicits‘emotion.

)

: . ‘. L r“‘{’
(ll‘l an 611\’1]:01][1]61'111211 pub]u SEervice ;lIll]DLlllCElTl.Cl'lt). These
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The burden of the “positive” image

“Okyeven.if you-can’tstep-outside-the-long-history-of negative.images,
yowrcan-certainly” create positive-images-today, llg,llj” Part of the dlfﬁ
culty in this question is the very idea of “positive” and “negative”

images. Much populu debate about media forces t]llSI binary choice: is a
character/celebrity a

“role model” a “negative/false image?” Such
simple choices may make good foddm for pop articles, but they do a
disservice to thet Complexny of storytelling. In this section we will dis-
cuss the hopelessly ngh standzud of creating a “positive” image that is
in some ways. We will discuss how
the veryidea of::*a'-.‘pq_sltwle. -image=places=-an=impossiblesburden-oit
representations of-the-Qther.
Wharwould-it-mean-for.a.character.to.be.a.Spositive-role.model - for-
an:Othered-group? What-would.it-looklikesif-a-single character-was. the
pesitive.embodiment. of;-say;-“the-black experience?”, For this to occur,
we must first believe jthat there is=such=a single thing as the black
xperience. Whart is the . center of the African American experience in
Rimerica? The obvious answer would be skin=color, but “blackness”
incorporates a large range of skin tones, and people with similar skin
tones can think of themselves as either “African American” or “multi-
racial.” One might say that discrimination is the centerpicce of black
experience, but overt discrimination is a less prominent feature of a
growing number of middle-class African Americans. Perhaps “black
galtire” (the church or African American music forms) is the factor that
“ties together the diverse people who consider themselves to be African
American, but black cultural forms are also the backbone of main-

not simultaneously “negative™,

stream culture. It is impossible to imagine American popular music
withouttblack idioms. How * ‘blagk” is rap when the primary purchasers
of rap-albums are young white men? As Stuart Hall once asked, “What
is this ‘black’ in black popular culture?”

i

; ' (born 1932} is one of the leading figures of British cultural studies,
“a school of thought that developed at the University of Birmingham, a city
© with (then) a vibrant industrial working class. Cultural'stidies says that any.
* cultural phenomenon must be studied from multiplesperspectives in order
.~ to understand it fully. The traditional university is structured into depart-
“ments that encourage specialization, but cultural studies encourages scho-

" lars to work across these disciplines so that research will not be too
narrow. Hall is known for emphasizing the"activernegotiation“oversmeaning
gnmzll;urerlnstead of ‘audiences passively-swallowing the.meanings-encoded

© bysansauthor, real audiences/readers take a variety of positions. Real
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audiences/readers can give the reading preferred by the author, or an
interpretation opposite to the author’s, or a variety of negotiated stances
in between. Hall continues to write on culture, race, and identity. See
Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices.

: ¢
fO-thered group. This can be a politically useful strategy; it can be

advanmgeous f01 a group of people who call themselves “black to act

useful for them to pl‘OCCCdle.lS_ if there'was a clear e_ssence to blackncss.
But-it-isedifficult-tossay-exactly=whartlie central-experience=is-that=links
them=all: The trouble with saying that there is a “center” to a cultural

experience is that thissalsorexcludestother-people-as bemg *“less-centrak”
There is a tendency to select a central “poster image” that "embodies the

Other. Tor lesbians, the white plOf(bSlOll:\l lesbian is the image that
non-lesbians tend to picture when they think about the group. For<con-
temporary-black-culture; themurbamyoung man-with-ghetto-“credibility”
is'thecenter..Andsothe urban“gangster™is “blacker”than.a middleclass
AfricansAmerican: His hgmc “circulates more widely in black culture
than, say, therural=black-expérience. A central image can help unite a
community, but it also can divide that community with the now familiar
game of “us” and ‘them.”

It is 1mp0531b ¢ to find a single image that truly embodies a cultural
experience, and so any-high-profile-image-of-an.Other. is.doomedstosbe
inadéquate. A-character-is-necessarily-a-specific-configuration-ofquali-
ties. Therevis-no-way-that-this'single cliaricter-can-depict-the-breadthrof
experience~of=people who call themselves “African American.”
example, let us consider the most visible black man on television in
the=1980sBill=Gosby. In some ways, he played a seemingly perfect “role
model” on=Ehe Cozby=Show. He was an cminently successful doctor in
an affectionate, mature marriage who presicded over a loving family. His
children presented problems, but he ably resolved them within each
episode, fulfilling his role as classic.sitcom father. In achieving this suc-
cess, Cosby did not h dé*his black heritage on the_show. He displayed
Afrocentric art-on tho walls_of his home, and he fmcglounded black
jazz. musicians, who made appearances on the show. In almost every

way imaginable, Bill Cosby, as Dr. Heathcliff Huxtable, portrayed a
figure that black and white audiences could embrace. The problem with
such a [11ghly visible black “role model” was pelh'xps that it was so
perfect that it was unrealistic. Although certainly there were successful
black doctors in happy families in America, the portrait of the Huxtables

For

_the. .fantamcs of-Othering -is /that there s a: centmgo,,;ho'
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was so far removed from the experience of many black Americans that
it served as an unreachable-fantasy.

Here we see 4he trap- of the ¢ ‘positive image” of the Other:"We want
such images to-depict-qualitiessto which. the. group-aspires. At the same

time, we want them tosbesrepresentativerofthesgroup’s-current=states

How can any one image accomplish both goals? To err.in.one-direction
is to be “unrealistic” (see Chapter 2); going too far in the other direction
can result in images that seem to contin egative stereotypes. We put
impossible;-tontradictory=presstres=or “images-of-the" Otheffto stand i
iqi‘;sz_ﬂ[%"members of=agroup.. We expect the black “role model” t

embody the essence of the African American experience, if there is such

a thing. Fo-exalp-any-onefigure 8% an example of the black experience.is
to-make_other black. people’s experience seem more marginal. The
obligation to present a “positive image” is a heavy burden, forcing the
weight of an entire group onto one character.

The tradeoffs in making “positive images”

lastead-of-trying to cldssify charactersrinto two impossibly broad groups

h{ ‘rolesmodels2-and-* ‘negative-stereotypes”), perhaps-it woul | be

todiseuss-positive.and-negative aspectsof such characters. Every character
is a particular configuration of qualities, and often progressive char-
acteristics are combined with more stereotypical qualities. But perhaps
it is not enough to sort characteristics into “positive” and “negative,”
because any one aspect may have positive and negative consequences at
any given moment in history. Rarely can progress occur without cost.
Even a strategy that seems to represent a clear move forward is often
tied to a tradeoff. Let’s look at the tradeoffs of trying to advance the
images of an underrepresented group.

In this section, I will survey some of the strategies that such media-
makers have used to depict African Americans. 1 have chosen African
Americans because the large effort to improve such images over the last
several decades allows us to see several different progressive strategies.
Just as there are patterns in how media portray Others rs negatively, there
are also patterns in how media try to make those unagé?b‘eﬁ?r I will
discuss these strategies in a rough cl110nolog1c11 order, though T do not
believe that fprogiessive ‘Othered images necessarily need to follow a
particular order. By focusing ontblack inmages, we can see some of the
tradeoffs-involved-in-trying-to-improverepresentations-of-Others.

One strategy used particularly in early _progressive im'lges of Others is
to*make-the-Other-the:problem=This-is ‘thc' “b:g issue” strategyrplacing
tie=Other’s..difference. at..the heart-of ~the-natrative. When African

B
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American Lucas Beauchamp is accused of murdering a white man in
ImtrudersinsthesPust, the entire story develops around the central ques-
tion of whether the town’s most prominent white lawyer will represent
him, keep him from being lynchcd and prove him innocent in court in
spite of the odds. Beauchamp’s ﬁg‘us the issue to be dealt with, not the
question of his guilt or innocence, and a courtroom drama allows plenty

of opportunity for making speeches about that issue. (We can see simi-
lar strategies in Philadelphia, where Andrew Beckett (Tom Hanks) is
fired from his law firm only because he has AIDS, leading to a legal
showdown.) The-diffictlty here-is=that-the character-at-the-center-of
these.stories becomes-synonymous:with-their- rsqﬂe/pmblcm Bewch"uup
is defined by his blackness to a large extent, and Beckett is his disease,
as far as the narrative is concerned. Real-people-are “ore-complicated
and so you ,cannot “reduce them solely to their. race o’ their illigss.
In addition, Intruder in the Dust provides an example of other progressive

Othering strategies. Here we sce rthe: w@ gor who intervenes and
saves the day, a strategy that l(eeps the focus-on-the-issue-but-also.seems
tomsay=chatthe=@ther™is “helpless to improve their own situation.
(In Philadelphia, Beckett must convince a homophobic lawyer to repre-
sent him.) Mississippi=Buriing has a similar dynamic, with two white
outsiders entering a tightly knit community to investigate a racially
charged disappearance in the 1960s.

These two films, Intruder in.the.Dust and Mississippi Burning, a]so
demonstrate another:standard pmg,icsswckOthcung st At{ggyf'v ]
{stor}f in the past: A civil rights story that occurs in the 1960s can pro-

vide an emotionally satisfying narrative where the forces of right defeat
obvious villains (clearly racist Southern white men). Setting the story in
“simpler times” does Trdisservicerto the past (which=is ever simple), but
it alfows the hﬂrrnmve“to-.-bestl‘alghtfarWard. It becomes easy=for-us-te
sitnate-thesproblem-long-ags{“Racism was arbig-deal-back-then;-buenot
-any-more?). Because such media depict racism using-the familiar-ferm
ofzmelodrama-(with-larger-than-life villaifis), they allow.us:to-feel'saneti-
monious=(“l=am-certainly-not-like-that-racist”). Situating the problem in
the past (even when glorifying the historical struggles of real heroes) also
allows-us-to-be-comfortably-distantfrom-any-present version-of-the problem.

When the issue is the central focus of the film or television program,
there is a_temptation-to. “stack-the-decky*to-make-the-Other-so. inpec-
cably-.goodthat=hefshe-cannot=possibly-be~disliked. I call this the
’“Syd-ney Poitier” stratégy. In Guess-Who's-Coming-to-Dinner, a young
white woman brings home her black fiancé (John Wade Prentice, played
by Poitier) to mect her old-fashioned parents. The shocked mother and
father oppose the idea of the interracial union, but they are won over by

i
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Prentice. How could they not be? Poitier’s Prentice is “one of the good
ones.” He is an internationally respected doctor who is also a philan-
thropist. His manners are perfect; he is sexually chaste and financially
responsible. The only thing you could possibly dislike about Poitier’s
character is that he is jugt too perfect. Again, the melodramatic formula
tells us exactly how we should feel about this squeaky clean hero. The
rationale behind this. strategy is_clear:.make-the-Other-so-likable-that
the-only-possible-reason-to-reject-them-is=their-difference. H’he tradeoff"“
By making our sympathies crystal clear, this implies..that_tl :
needsstobertlawless.in-ordersto.be-accepteds=If the standard for accep-
tance is an Ivy League education, affluence, flawless social graces, and

good looks, then how many real people can possibly achieve this? In
trying to send a message of tolerance, such films can come across as
seifing the*bar-for-acceptance impossibly-high.

Another strategy (perhaps as a response to imagery of the Other who
needs to be saved) depicts fthe Other as a pﬂgp‘g%fgnm.sgj During the
Blaxploitation’ era of the 1970s, Jelatlvcly inexpensive films such as
Shaft, Super=Fly, and ‘Goffy showed black characters who literally
kicked=butt. These characters strode-boldly-and=ceelly through their
worlds, certainly previding-a-figure-of-wish-fulfillment for many black
{and white) audicnces. These figures were almost-superheroic in their
invulnerability as they quashed those who opposed them. Blaxploitation
presented _the anti-establishment version..of -this-power.-fantasy;=while
theblack doctors.we -have-discussed—(Poitier’s Preqtice and=Goshy’s
Huxtable). present a version ofthe-powerful-African..American.who
mzk&""wlthm thessystem. The-difficuley=witl-these-characters-is-that o
rhev‘ appear-fully-formed-and-powerful; we-have-little-sense-of-howthey ™
came to.be-thissway: These characters appear to have taken an amazing
leap to the head of the class in spite of improbable odds. Would the
establishment allow a figure such as Shaft or Coffy in real life? How did
Prentice and Huxtable gain their respected status? Such power fantasy
figures can appear almost-magical, as if they were someliow able to
bypass«effortlessly-the-structuresthat-keep-people=froni~power. While
identifying with such characters may give the pleasure of wish fulfill-
ment, at the same time they can,emphasize-that=this-status-issmerely=a
wishy, that it is unlikely for any one person to rise to these heights. Or
such media can give the impression that.oursseciety-has-improved=so
muchsthar fiothingnow-holdsatindividual=backfrom-getting their
wishes. It is casy to confuse images of power with real-life changes in
the power structure.

Eventually, the figure of the “positiye” Other can appear in a film
without being the central focus of the narrative. In some ways this
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f

appears to be “progress,” since the Other can appear as a “regular

person” without being so disruptive to the story that they necessarily
have to be the “problem.” This strategy often results in ;flié”_@théf ag
ken,’Adding an African American to a group satisfies the overt need
for “diversity”; adding more than one threatens to make the flm/TV
program appear to be targeted specifically at black audiences, not the
“mainstream.” "ic"-{tc-)k'eﬁ;_étrate’mgj}‘-; usually-places the-Other-in-a-sup-

porting-role, not wanting to make the Other the protagonist and risk

having audiences mislabel the text as a “black flm” or a “black show,”
Others make great-“best-friends?-to-the white protagonists. In this role,
t'héy. provide a-listening-ear~whenthe—protagonist -has—troubles to
discuss, and-often-(in-a-variation on the Wise Old-Black -Person).they
dispense-savvy;-sassy-advice (Wanda Sykes has made a carcer out of
such roles). This role integrates the Other into the mainstream community
but keeps them out of the action that drives the narrative.
In-this=strategy;-usually no-one-mentions-the-fact-thatthic  Other-is

actually”Other, and this itself is an important strategy, called “exnomi-

nation” (licerally, “not-naming”), (Exnomination is onc of the most

powerful ways to-signal-that-someone.is-“like-us.” For example, look at
the difference between these two sentences: “I have a friend who lives in
that building” and “I have a black friend who lives in that building.”
The friend’s race is not relevant to the discussion, and so the word
“black” in the second sentence is_extrancous information, or rather the
race is not named in the first sentence. A white person saying this first
sentence is prohably doing exnomination; by not specifying the race, the
assumption is that the friend is also white. By-naming the race in the
second sentence, the speaker is positionitigethe friend as €Other,” as-a
niember of-acategory-that needs-to-be-named. Richard Dyer has argued
that part-of the power-of whiteness™is that whiteness appears=to- be
nothing-atmall. White people often do not think of themselves as white;
they often think of themselves as having no race or heritage in parti-

cular, [Extiominating their owf race: can-free-a--person-to-“try=on”

another-ethnic-styles-since-thei-own-race-does-not-pose-a-barrier. This
may enable. a white. person to. dabble-more-easily in-salsa-dancing.or
Buddhism.as-a way-to-feel-either-more-“passionate” or-more-“serene.”

For-an-African-American to_cngage in-Buddhist-meditation-may secem

more.a rejection-of-histher culturalheritage. Exnomination can be free-
ing to the members of a group, but it can also subtly transform any
group that must be named into an Other.

I recall a particularly consistent strategy of exnomination on the
television show L.A«fBaw in the 1980s. When the show used-a-black
actormas a trial jtidge for the first time, no one on the show commented
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on the actor’s race. Having a black judge had no bearing on the trial
(the case did not involve race), and so there was no story motivation
that required the judge to be black. Though none of the other characters
seemed to notice the character’s race, 1 certainly did. *Wow! A black
judge on TVI Cool!” I thought. The next time I saw a black judge on
the show, I thought, “Wow, this show has some nicely progressive pol-
itics. They’re putting African Americans on the bench.” (Another way
to read this strategy would be to ground it in realism, since there was a
real-world push to increase African American presence in the judicial
system.) Thereafter when 1 saw an African American presiding over an
LA. Law trial, 1 said, “Black judge” to myself. | named them. Even-
tually over time I stopped and simply labeled them “judges.” Ar that
point I no donger saw them as Other. Through a combination of gxno-
mination and repetition, the makers of L.A. Law had madc,,“_pr_og'fess,”
“at least with me. ) ’

But as this chapter has made clear, progressive strategies of repre-
sentation are difficult, and they change over time. When the same writer
of LA. Law (David E. Kelley) later did another legal show called-Ally
aMeBeal, the show also used exnomination in its: portrayal-of-race- and
romance. When white Ally McBeal dated an African_American man,
there was never any mention of either of their races. Under these cir-
cumstances, the. strategy that seemed-progressive-a-few -years-earlier
seemcd.like avoidance. How realistic is it that a white woman and a
black man can have a long-term relationship without race having any
bearing whatsoever? Ally McBeal, like most narrative texts, is compli-
cated, but the point T want to emphasize here is that exnomination, like
all of the progressive strategies 1 have examined here, has its tradeoffs,
and that the meaning of any single strategy changes as the history of
representation changes.

So what?

At the close of this chapter, you may be asking yourself, “Why-should
bearerabout-images. of the Other?” If-you are-a member-of a-minority
gioups-you-may-say that you personally don’t-feel-bound by the-im ages
thae=circtilate” of your grotup. Even if you do not think that images
influence the real lives of group members, you should recognize the way
that pepular-images-create a forum for us to talkabout-the-reallives of
Othered. people.” When Murphy Brown had a baby outside of marriage,
when Mel Gibson made anti-Semitic remarks, when we learned that
Ronald. Reagan’s or Dick Cheney’s daughter was gay: these images
opened up moments where we could discuss what it means to be an
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_unwed mother or Jewish or gay. If you do not think that rhe images are
lmportant in and of themselves, then you should at least recognize that
we as a society behave as if they are important. We talk about and
legislate images (such as those in video games) as if we were dealmg
with the real-world phenomena that these images represent. These fic-
tional or celebrity images provide an opportunity for us to talk about
the lives of real, ordinary, everyday people, and-thapdiscussion (like the
one you have in your classroom) can.hayg an-dmpact that extends into
people’s lives.

Heyourare-not.a.member.of .an.Qthered-group=why shouldyou cate
about-this-processy-except-for-a-general.caring-for-other-people’s Tives#
111r011g[10L1t h]stmy, groups haverdefined: 'themselves by who thcyga:

ﬁiean (and it means different thmg,s to dlffel ent pc:ople) we know th"lt it
ig7fot slavery, and so the-opposite;-the:Qtherydefines-the-concept. Phihp
DeLoria has traced how we have defined the notion of #American” i

reaction to our changing popular image of the-Indian. DeLoria empha-
sizes that these images of the Other are not distant, separate concepts;
sone-vital=way=we-leatn, who~*we” Tare-s by playing-the.role-af

in~faces
tlie=Othet. Throug]j.rouf"mﬁistory, mainstream Americans have “played
Indian™: nmsqucr'zla{ng at the Boston Tea Party, reading The Last of the
Mohicans;-doing Indian crafts at camp, and going on New Age * ‘vision
quests.” By doing these activities, by taking on Indnn styles temporarily,
by allying ourselves with Indian characters, “we” get-a-taste of what we
think it would be like to be “them” befere.we.go-back-to=being.“us.”
We can temporarily feel what it would be like to be a *
rapping along with a hit single; we can inject more “pa
lives by learning to salsa or we can try on a bit ‘of class by doing
ballroom dancing; we can sample the exotic Orient for the price of-a
meal. or a.ticket to Memoirs. of.a Geisha. Deloria points out that
we-livertheserintages-of-the-Other._(at_ lcabt.tempemuly on the weekends
or in movie theaters), that we define who “we” are by sampling=who
we=are.not, and so the politics of Othering is not an issue solely for

minorities.

Notice that the activities T just listed are not only things we do but
also usually-involve-buying-products. Although at one time these lived
experiences may have required actual physical interaction with the
Other, for most of us in the modern/postmodern world, these are
commercial=transactions. We pay for dance lessons, restaurant meals,
song downloads, and movie tickets. Although these may feel like
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samples of anotherperspective, we should also remember that these
perspectives have been-€oinniercialized, -which-necessarily.changes-them.
qumcraahzed version of the Otheris.necessarily.. dlfff:rem—fromfan
‘tauthentic” experience, (if there 1s such a thing). It re-envisions rhe
Other in a way that is moere=palatable-to"the-intended-audience, whether
that audience is broadly defined (in a blockbuster film) or a targeted
niche (the New Age audience). And so Gherokee-Indians don full head-
dresses to take pictures with tourists (although the feathered=headdress
is 2 Plains Indian Tradition), and Ghinese-reseatirants in Western coun-
tries cater to our expectations of what “Chinese food” is, often serving
different menu items than the food consumed in China.

Popular culture has its own mechanisms that interact with but are
sep’lmblc from the rest of the “real world.” Once it finds a_popular
image, popular culture tends tosreeycle variations-on a therme until ecos
nemiessforces a change. Pop images can circulate for a long time with
l1ttle connection to anythmg 1611” other than othc1 1magcs For

imagery dchncd by romantluzu‘l stories written leLll‘ld the Civil War
era, even though these images had little to do with the majority of
Southern farms. As long as there is a market for the images, Hollywood
will be tempted to perpetuate them, regardless of whether they portray

a “realistic” vision of a group. Othéfing is something that groups "

throughout listory do; this practice is given a-particularly-commercial
spinzin-our-time,.which-alters-that-process,

And so youseannot necessarily-argue-backward-from-the-image.to-the
real-group. It is tempting to say that there must be some truth in these
images of black people or American Indians; otherwise, why would they
still be around? The answer to that question has to do with media’s
E;&ency to recyclélimages as long as they are commercially viable; as
long as they satisfy some paying customers’ fantasies. In our world,
Qthering-is-not-only-part-of-the-language-of.imagery;-it-is-also-a-fairly
dependable_way-~to~make=money, and that economic pressure helps
egplain_why.we-continue-to-produce-such-images.

Throughout this chapter I have emphasized how difficult it is to
represent the Other. I believe that the categories of “positive” and
“negative” images are not helpful for discussion because actual images
are so much more complicated than this=artificial-binary. We do a dis-
service to both the images and the group being rcprcsentcd by pressur-
ing images. to_bear_the burden-of providing a pmmvu representation,
No one image can stand up to such pressure.

And yet I do believe that [it’is posmble for us to “make® progress m
E__presentmg the Otheré-@ver-tifiie"we=can-hope-to-widen-the-range-of
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reptesentations from the “noble savages” favored by popular culcure.
No single image produced will be unabashedly positive, even if it is
made by a mediamaker who belongs to that group. No mediamaker
{whether Othered or mainstream) can fundamentally reinvent the lan-
guage of imagery that chey inherit (see Chapter 3 for more on this idea).
My hope lies inbroadening the range of representations of the Other
and in the process ogj'rcpétitidh.'lt takes time to reshape our conceptual
categories, and this requires changessin-both-the-quality-and-quantity=of
mmages ofasgroup., Popular images are only part of how we construct
our categories, of course, and our real-world interactions with Others
also play a large role. But popular imagery’s participation in this pro-
cess can be improved if we sce a wide range of characters {from villains
to heroes, from bit players to protagonists) repeated across a broad
variety of media. Over time, using a variety of strategies, these admit-
tedly imperfect images of the Other have the potential-to-overcomesthe
‘magnetism=of=stereotypes-to-create-a=richer;-more nuanced portrait-of
our-world. o
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