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Preface

In all forms of media the political and the personal intersect, but perhaps nowhere more so than in the issue of representation. This book deals with the public forms of representation in film and television; however we must always remember that their effects are also very personal. During a career in education I have observed many examples of this, but two stand out in my memory. First, while working on a book on African cinema in the 1990s, I attended a conference at which obviously the majority of the delegates were black and male. As white and female I was very much 'the other', not only because of my appearance, but also because of the western ideologies that I represented. The other example comes from an earlier decade when I worked with gypsy families and travellers in mainstream schools and decided to use this experience to talk about representation with a group of GCSE media students. The vitriol that this topic revealed has also stayed with me as a clear example of how representation has both political and personal effects.

When first discussing this project with the BFI I decided to approach colleagues with whom I had worked over a number of years and whom I knew would be able to add expertise, excitement, knowledge and a variety of perspectives to the debate. As practising educators, working with students and professionals in the media, each has brought intellectual engagement to the issue of representation and applied it to areas in which they had a particular interest. There has been original research and analysis, as well as the synthesis of particular theoretical approaches in the work they have produced. As a result here is a book that has a range of approaches, styles, subjects and points of view to appeal to and to challenge different readers and readings. As with all products it has an exchange value: it provides the tools of analysis of ways of representing institutions, groups, places, ideas and people in the media, but at the same time it challenges those representations with philosophical and political interpretations. We hope that this will help the reader to interrogate one of the most important areas not only of media and film studies but also of the world in which we live.

Our thanks go to the team at BFI Publishing, including Wendy for her hard work in coordination, Stacey for her rigorous feedback, Caren for her helpful work on the stills and Siobhán for her careful reading of the script. In their own ways they all contributed to the clarity and focus of this book during its long gestation. My personal thanks go to my fellow authors for their understanding and patience, as well as their commitment to this project in already busy lives.

Finally, I would like to express my especial thanks to Richard O'Neill and Professor T. Acton (University of Greenwich) for their help in researching Chapter 7.

Wendy Helsby

August 2005
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Authors' Note

Although separate chapters can be studied discretely, there are many points of cross-reference within the discussions. It is assumed that users of this book are likely to read the first chapter which gives a general and theoretical overview and will then choose to read the sections and chapters in which they are most interested. This means that there may be some repetition of points where this adds to the clarity of each discussion. The main texts discussed were currently available at the time of publication.


Part One

Messages and Messengers


1. Representation and Theories

WENDY HELSBY

How do we understand the concept of 'representation in Media Studies? Do we look 'through a glass darkly' to see a version of the world constructed for us, or do we see a reflection of reality represented in the mirror of the media world? As the wicked queen in Snow White discovered, sometimes mirrors do not reflect the reality we wish to believe. 'Mirror, mirror on the wall who is the fairest of them all...?'

1.1 Reflection or construction?

The question of whether the media construct or reflect the beliefs, or ideologies, of society is addressed in this book through exploration of relevant contemporary issues. Most readers will be aware of both gender and racial stereotyping that have thrown up images such as the 'blonde bimbo' and the 'coon', which have rightly been challenged and criticised. Sometimes, however, it is not so easy to see and challenge our own more insidious beliefs and contemporary representations that are not often put under a critical microscope.

It is also true that those who challenge the status quo are often vilified as radical or 'loony' by their peers. It has taken many years and considerable pressure for society to accept and to legislate for gender and racial equality. Even legislation may not change deeply entrenched beliefs. The documentary The Secret Policeman (2004, BBC1) illustrated this point graphically. It was a piece of investigative journalism following police recruits in Manchester using hidden cameras, in which the views expressed by some of the trainees were extremely racist. This was in spite of all the messages to the contrary the recruits had been given in the official equal opportunities training initiated by the police following accusations of institutional racism after the Stephen the police were Lawrence enquiry. There is a further discussion of this issue in chapter 4 on the police.

Stephen Lawrence was killed on the street; slow in responding and so failed to get a conviction against the accused racist attackers.

So how powerful are the media in constructing such opinions and beliefs? Or do they merely reflect the views of society? We begin by looking at some of the methodologies adopted in approaching this concept.

1.2 Theories

In any study of the media there is a theoretical underpinning, and here you will come upon the names of influential writers and theorists who have taken various positions when writing about how language and culture have been fundamental in the key concept of representation. The following is a summary of the ideas that inform the discussions in this book.

There are three basic theories of how language and culture connect with representation. First, there is the reflective theory. This states that language reflects the meaning that already exists or imitates (mimesis) the truth or reality that is inherent in the text. A critique of this theory would say that this does not allow for any alternative readings or different uses of codes. Secondly, there is the intentional theory, which states that the individual author of the text intends it to represent certain ideas. This means that each act of communication is unique in some way. A criticism of this theory is that, as we have to enter into the rules and conventions of a social system to be understood by others, the individual communication must inevitably lose some of its 'uniqueness' and must negotiate a shared meaning. Finally, there is the constructionist theory. Most media analysis work explores a constructionist approach, so this is the one on which we focus.

There are two major versions of the constructionist methodology. The first is semiotics, which was originally based upon a linguistic model. This used a scientific approach to analyse the structure of language. Roland Barthes and others developed this study into a wider field of texts to show how languages - visual, verbal and nonverbal - work in society. By extension this incorporated the idea of myth or ideology, and therefore context. Take the simple, often quoted example of the phrase 'a red rose'. Both the words and an image of them tell us about a certain type of flower and its colour. In the Western world if you gave someone a red rose, especially around 14 February, it would incorporate beliefs about romantic love. On the other hand, if you saw a red rose on the shirt of a rugby player it would indicate the English team and beliefs about patriotism would begin to emerge, while someone from Yorkshire would see it as a regional symbol. The red rose is therefore no longer neutral, but now has ideological meanings; it carries mythic significance depending upon the context.

The second constructionist theory is discursive and was suggested by Michel Foucault. This focuses more upon issues of power and knowledge. The emphasis here is upon cultural understanding and shared meanings. This emphasises the production of knowledge through a whole network of relationships (discourse) rather than just the meaning of a text. Thus it is much more rooted in an historical specificity than the linguistic or semiotic approach that tried to find trans-historical roots. Discourse tries to define and produce knowledge. It decides how we talk about a subject and it influences our ideas and practices. The important point is that in discourse there is also a power relationship. It deals with power because it also governs how we regulate others' behaviour and how we think and talk about objects and ideas. This power relationship will appear across a network of texts (intertextuality) and therefore consolidate this particular discourse. The production of discourses can be institutionalised and provide a common idea which Foucault called a 'discursive formation'.

The concept that texts (in the broadest sense) take on meaning and therefore knowledge relationships is the core of the constructionist idea of how representation works. Who produces the knowledge and therefore who controls the message are basic questions that a semiotic analysis would not ask.

Foucault did not, however, see this discourse/knowledge/power relationship in terms of a single classical Marxist idea of oppressive class power.


Marxism was broadened from the class reductionist ideology, most notably by Antonio Gramsci with his definition of ideology as a hegemonic balance. Gramsci saw hegemony as a moving equilibrium and not reducible to class or economics. In this refined Marxist theory social groups negotiate to achieve a form of consent. For some groups the aim is to maintain or gain power in whatever form is most acceptable at the time and through means other than simply repression or revolution. There is in the hegemonic field a consensus or equilibrium constructed through the work of decision opinion formers, including teachers, journalists and the media. The clever use of this hegemony will allow enough leeway to let the balance of power stay within the dominant groups and maintain the dominant ideology and status quo. Sometimes the leaders get this hegemonic balance wrong and a crisis of hegemony occurs, as was the case with Margaret Thatcher and the Poll Tax You may also regard Tony Blair's entry into the second Gulf War as a point of disequilibrium and crisis.



In the discursive approach the application and effectiveness of the power/knowledge link are important. If you possess a particular knowledge and you have the power to express this knowledge, it can become the truth by which others will lead their lives. The knowledge might change over time, and hence the beliefs will change and we will behave differently according to the new ideologies. The person/institution who has the 'knowledge' will also have the power to represent the new truth or discourse. This circulation of discourses can be on the macro or the micro scale. Obviously the larger the body circulating the truth, the more influential it is. For instance, in the past Western countries have created a representation of the developing world as dependent because of mismanagement by its governments. This often failed to acknowledge the part that developed countries have played in this economic decline through their policies and institutions, such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund. But discourses can also be localised - for example, beliefs about subcultural groups within a small community such as a school or college.

As in semiotics there is a linguistic base to Foucault's theory. Discourse in its simplest form means verbal expression; however, our selection of language will reveal beliefs that are often subconscious and this is why Foucault suggested that discourse is a major factor in the exercise of power. Having evolved from its original speech-based meaning to become a concept that refers to much wider representations and beliefs, discourse has proved to be effective in deconstructing texts and understanding how these meanings and beliefs become dominant in societies.

These are important methodologies to consider when examining representation in a particular text or a range of texts. They raise questions to be asked both in the semiotic analyses and in the understanding of the discourses circulating around texts.

1.3 Image and representation

The media would claim that they have a function to entertain and are therefore not simply a window on the world or a reflection of the real world; however, the media do provide us with a paradigm of how to view the mediated world (McLuhan called it a 'global village', 1964). Media theorists would see the network of messages or discourses emerging from different sources, of which the media are one of the most powerful, creating a 'mental set'. Repetition of these messages reinforces the beliefs and makes them appear natural, 'just there', and so confirm the dominant world view, or the 'status quo', for their readers.

To take a simple example: at a superficial level we change our clothes from season to season as fashion editors and style leaders tell us what to wear in order to appear 'with it'. Flippant as this example is it can become dangerous if the message is more fundamental in changing attitudes and behaviour. This is exemplified in the attitude that to be fashionable you also have to be thin. People's self-image and self-worth can be seriously affected by the way they identify with those who are represented as style icons. Magazines aimed at preteen and adolescent girls have been criticised on more than one occasion for encouraging, through the images and advice they publish, anorexic and bulimic behaviour in teenage girls that has led in some cases to tragedy.
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Marilyn Monroe, an iconic blonde, as she appeared in The Seven Year Itch (1995)



Representation is not only about viewing ourselves, but also about viewing others. It is a way of denying individuality by subsuming it into a particular stereotype. A classic example is that of the dumb blonde, who is frequently linked to the child-woman, or 'baby doll', icon. Here an element, blonde hair, is used as a fetish to represent a certain stereotype of femaleness. The Hollywood film star Marilyn Monroe became the icon representing this childlike blonde stereotype in the 1950s and 1960s, although there were many others moulded to play similar roles by the Hollywood system. Others have played upon this stereotype for comedic purposes such as seen in the Bubbles character in the television sitcom Absolutely Fabulous (BBC2 1992-2003) or Alice in The Vicar of Dibley (BBC1 1994-2000). Both Bubbles and Alice would not work as characters, however, unless we already knew about the discourses surrounding blonde women and child women.
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The character of Bubbles from the television sitcom Absolutely Fabulous



With the child-woman example the argument goes that adult women are kept controllable and biddable by the excessive use of their forenames as well as being referred to as 'girls' by their employers, all of which serves to treat them as children. In Coronation Street, factory owner Mike Baldwin called all his female employees 'girls' and by their first names, while they called him 'Mr Baldwin'.

The distortion achieved by representing such groups through particular elements or discourse may be more obviously seen in the media, but as we have noted it also reflects upon the reality of people's lives. Just as thinness becomes desirable to such an extent it can lead to illness, so the image of the dumb blonde may well influence the way you perceive a woman with fair hair. It is this use of negative shorthand that is often criticised by media observers. In the above example the blonde hair objectifies the character or person as childlike and intellectually weak, rather than as an individual who is most likely not to have such characteristics.
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What does the character Jeanne Dielman's dress and action reveal about her in this 1970s film? She in fact works as a prostitute while her son is at school



There is never a single discourse, however, as all media texts can be read in a variety of ways and with many meanings that can only be constructed with our active consent as readers. A simple link between one element and an idea such as 'blonde hair equals blonde bimbo' can be read differently depending upon context and reader. Think of how many times the landlady in British television dramas is given brassy blonde hair. Here blondeness has other connotations such as being worldly wise. What is important is the objectification through characteristics such as hair, skin colour or ethnicity that can be used to categorise and even demonise groups. The Nazis were able to take this to the extreme and represent groups such as Jews, gypsies and the mentally ill through the











































































	
	Men%
	Women%
	Total


	Television (terrestrial)
	50
	50
	24,900


	Television (cable & satellite)
	63
	36
	4,900


	Independent production for television
	58
	42
	13,300


	Broadcast radio
	52
	48
	20,700


	Animation
	62
	38
	1,500


	Post-production
	70
	30
	8,200


	CD-ROM and other interactive media
	73
	27
	23,100


	Web design & development
	62
	37
	15,200


	Computer games
	84
	16
	8,000


	Commercials
	53
	47
	7,200


	Corporate production
	64
	36
	3,200


	Other
	53
	47
	3,300


	AH workforce
	61
	39
	133,500
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