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The idea that reality is constructed and
represented is one of the core concepts
in media. All media practitioners work to
portray or re-present’ a particular version
of a reality—for instance, filmmakers begin
by consciously thinking about ways they
can represent events, characters and
ideas on film. Similarly, photographers
deliberately decide what to represent
and what techniques they will use to do
so. Even media texts that claim to show
reality, such as documentaries and news,
begin with a process of selection and
construction and finish with a process

of construction.

This chapter discusses the ways in which
media products, messages and meanings
are constructed and created through
this process of selection, omission,
construction and representation. The
chapter also explores how meaning

and media products are received and
understood by audiences through the
processes of selection, interpretation
and interaction.

The Treachery of Images by René Magritte, oil on
canvas, 1928-29. Magritte is saying that in the
arts in general and in the media in particular,
what is presented as reality is not reality itself.




EEP Representing reality

Media practitioners work to portray or ‘re-present’ a particular version of a reality.
The idea that reality is constructed and represented is one of the core concepts in media.

FIGURE 1.1.1 The media constructs and creates images. An Iragigprisoner of war and marines from the 15th Marine Expeditionary Unit
in Iraq in 2003. Note how the original Associated Press image [far left] can be cropped so how we read the image changes.

MEDIA AND REALITY

The media attempts to create a believableversion of
reality—if it was not believablegfotrwould not accept it.
The media relies on what has'been‘termed your ‘willing
suspension of disbelief’. You know itis'a film or a television
show but you ‘go along’ with the illusion—if you did not,
you would not get any enjoyment from it. This seems
obvious when you are talking about fictional texts, but the
creation and construction of a reality happens just as much
in non-fiction texts such as news and documentaries. It is
just that in these latter cases the construction is concealed
more by both the creator and the viewer/reader, as
illustrated in Figure 1.1.1.

Figure 1.1.1 from the Iraq War in 2003 illustrates how
reality can be constructed through selection and omission.
In the first and original image, marines from the 15th
Marine Expeditionary Unit are seen offering an Iraqi
prisoner of war a canteen. The next image is cropped to
show the gun only. The last image is cropped to show the
canteen only.
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Learning activities

1 Look at René Magritte’s painting on page 1.

a Describe what you see.

b The text in the image, ‘Ceci n'est pas une pipe’
means ‘This is not a pipe’. If this is not a pipe,
then what is it?

2 Look at the images contained in Figure 1.1.1.

a Describe what you think is happening.

b By covering different parts of the image

(selection and omission), can you create
different ways of reading this image?

¢ What implications can you see when images are
manipulated like this?



CONSTRUCTING IDENTITY AND SELF

One of the ways the media (and you) can construct a reality
is via the process of representation. That is, the media (and
you) represent a construction as though it was the original

and authentic. These representations can be a variety of
different things. They can depict:

m individuals (these can be human or animated characters

in narratives, or political and historical figures or
celebrities)

m social groupings (such as families, genders, age or ethnic

groups)
institutions (such as the law)
ideas (such as freedom or equality)

events (such as wars)

issues (such as climate change and the environment,
or terrorism).

IDENTITY AND CONTEXT

The construction of identity can change with context. If

you were constructing an identity for yourself, the way you

went about it would be influenced by both:

B the medium, the form it would take; for example,
a typed resume or a social media profile

B the audience; for example, a parent, an employer,
friends or social peers.

&°

FIGURE 1.1.2 No-photo icons

Learning activities

1 Write down in a few sentences what ‘identity’
means to you. In this case, look at identity as: you
as an individual; you as part of a group such as a
your family, school or class; or how you identify
yourself in the broadest sense, such as with respect
to gender, ethnicity or something else entirely.

2 Using your work from Question 1, choose or
create a series of images illustrating your ideas
about identity. You can create the images yourself,
through drawing or photography, or collect them
from existing sources.

3 Why did you choose these images? What were you
trying to communicate?

4 Show your imagesto the class.

Create a seriessof Brief identities for yourself for
each oftheifolléWing and include an image:

* avideo game

¢ associal media site

& ayjob application

+/' a dating site

%) afan-based webpage

* aschool newsletter.

6 How has the context changed the identities you
have created?

7 Read out an identity to the class and see if they can
pick which context you have based the identity on.

CHAPTER 1 | REPRESENTATION



CONSTRUCTING REPRESENTATIONS

The images from the films Australian Rules (2002) and

Mean Girls (2004) shown in Figures 1.1.3 and 1.1.4 have
been constructed. This construction takes place through
camera framing, location, choice of actors, costume,
lighting, location and other tools. The constructions or
representations in Mean Girls and Australian Rules are of
specific groups in society—teenagers, or two specific groups
of teenage boys and teenage girls. These representations
are not random, but carefully selected and constructed

by the filmmakers. These constructions give the audience
clues and cues on interpreting the images. At its most
obvious, in the case of Mean Girls, the dominant colour in
the image is pink, which, in Western culture is generally
seen as a girls’ colour. Therefore, you can see that these
constructions are mediated (influenced) by a number of
things including the maker, the viewer and the society or
culture that the work was produced in.

1 Lookat Figures 1.1.3 and 1.1.4.

a What effect does the choice of actors, costumes,
camera framing, composition and lighting have on
the representations?

b Do you think gender has been constructed in
different ways in these images?

¢ Why do you think this? Provide examples from the
images that support your case.
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2 Compare your answers with others in your class.

a Are there any differences in interpretation? Explain.

b How do you account for these differences?



CONSTRUCTING MEANING

To understand the construction of media realities, you
need to look at how the viewer/reader or participant
makes sense of, reads, understands or constructs the
meaning and ‘reality’ of the text.

The term ‘text’ in media and cultural studies
has a wider meaning. It is best described as
the artefact or ‘thing’ being examined. It can be
a film, magazine, video game, photograph or
any media product.

An image does not have a meaning in and of itself—there
is no inherent meaning that lies within it waiting to be
uncovered.

The audience plays an essential role in the creation

of meaning in a text. Audiences interpret or read a
representation based on a variety of factors, such as their
previous experiences with similar images, how their society
or culture generally reads these images, and even the
language they use to describe or interact with the images.

It is generally acknowledged that people read and interpret
images and, in fact, media products in general via the
language of their culture. People give meaning to things
with words. If an object could not be named or described
in words, then it would be very difficult to communicate

it to someone else. Communication is one of the core
elements of representation in the media, which exists,to
communicate ideas. Ideas are coded within repfesentations
and the decoding starts to occur at one of the mest basic
levels of language—words. If this is the case, then an
examination of how words work to create’'meaning and
how this meaning becomes attachedsto representations is
needed.

Roland Barthes was a leading French literary
theorist and philosopher in the twentieth century.
He questioned how much one could understand the
written word in relation to speech.

DENOTATION AND CONNOTATION

Roland Barthes, among other influential thinkers, argued
that meaning was attached to a representation via the
process of language and that the meaning of words is
derived from a process of denotation and connotation. At
its simplest, this process starts with denotation—attaching a
name and a definition to an object. For example, a simple
metal object that is triangular in shape with a sharp edge
and wooden handle is given the name ‘knife’ (denotation).

However, the word ‘knife’ is not neutral. By the process of
connotation, a number of meanings can be attached to the
word ‘knife’, which may be as varied as cooking, food and
adventure, or murder, blood and violence.

Meaning

I

Word (connotation)

I

Object (denotation)

FIGURE 1.1.5 How meaning is created

MEANING: CULTURE AND CONTEXT

Meaning attaches to a representation in a number of ways.
Two of the most significaht are through the cultures the
meaning has been created and viewed in, and the context
in which it is xéad. Thegole of context can completely
change the way aniimage is read. Take the example of the
knife. A’knife lyifig on the floor with blood and broken glass
around it will be given a different meaning to a knife placed
next toa plate and cake with candles on it. These readings,
however, are also culturally based. The knife and candle
would'be read very differently in a culture that did not bake
cakes nor celebrate birthdays like Western cultures do.

FIGURE 1.1.6 These illustrations reveal how meanings attached to a
‘knife’ can be altered in subtle ways.

SYMBOLIC CODES

Meaning is also attached to images through references
to, and within, culture or society. Barthes also talks of a
third level of meaning: when the object can function as
a ‘myth maker’. By this he meant that the meaning could
be an abstract idea that might be difficult or lengthy to
explain, but is clear in the society in which it is viewed. In
the case of the knife, an abstract idea may be happiness
(for a birthday cake) or fear (for a murder). In this way,
connotation and denotation can create emotion through
meaning (see Figure 1.1.6).

CHAPTER 1 | REPRESENTATION 5



COLOUR CODES

The important thing to remember is that these meanings
are specific to the society or culture in which they are
viewed. Colours, for instance, hold different meanings in
different countries. In Australia, gold is generally associated
with wealth and green is related to jealousy. In Western
society, red is seen as the colour of love and sexuality.

In China, Thailand and many Buddhist countries, red is
considered a lucky colour and is worn at weddings. In
Western countries, black is the colour of death, but in
China the colour of mourning is white. Cultural meanings
can also change within a society over time. In Australia,
green is now connected to the environment and the
environmental protection movement—a meaning that did
not exist twenty-five years ago.

CULTURAL CODES

Meaning is attached via what Barthes called a ‘cultural
code’—that is, knowledge drawn and gained from living

in, absorbing and consuming other products of a culture.
Imagine this scene: it is the end of the film and the young
couple have finally overcome all obstacles placed in their
way and are together. The camera lingers on them as they
embrace on the deck of the ship that is going to take them
away to their new life. They move offscreen as the camera
reveals a life buoy with the ship’s name on it: SS Titanic.
Whether this is a happy ending or not depends on yofr
cultural code knowledge. If it tells you that Figure 1.1.Z
comes from the film Titanic (1997) and that the/Titanic was
a ship that sank, killing most on board, yousead this image
as tragic and know that there is a tragic€Adingylf you do
not know that the Titanic sank, then this s simply a classic

ending to a romance.

d -

FIGURE 1.1.7 Titanic (1997). Cultural code knowledge means
audiences can read this image differently.
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Learning activities
T Write down three things that come to your mind
when you see the word ‘knife’

2 Compare your answers with others in the class.

3 What connotations could you apply to each image
of a knife in Figure 1.1.6? Draw one more frame
for each image that could once again change the
meaning.

4 You see a knife rack on a kitchen wall. All the knives
are there, except the biggest carving knife. Write
the meaning you attach to the face of the missing
knife if:

a itis daytime and sunlight is flooding into the
kitchen where foodsis bubbling in a pot

b it is night-time,and.the kitchen is enveloped in
darknessYau can only see the knife rack by a
flash#6flighthing, and the only sound is a door
banging inthe wind.

5 Now think 6ftwo other objects and show how the
meaning attached to them can also change with the
context they are viewed in.

NAME OF OBJECT | CONTEXT 1 | CONTEXT 2

6 Write the meanings you generally associate with
the following colours: red, pink, brown, yellow,
blue, gold, black, white, grey and cream. (There
may be more than one meaning.)

7 Share your colour meanings with the class. Does
everyone agree on the same meanings?



CODES AND CONVENTIONS

Codes and conventions are some of the building blocks of
media language and are very important in the construction
of representations. Like language they involve elements

that create an organised system of order and construction.

Codes and conventions work, in large part, due to
audience familiarity and expectations and, as we have seen,
can be culturally based. Many of the visual codes people
are familiar with from film and television have become a
kind of universal language.

SILENT FILMS

The Cabinet of Dr Caligari (1920) and The Idle Class (1921),
shown in Figures 1.1.8 and 1.1.9, illustrate the codes
within early silent movies that became a kind of universal
language that could be read in similar ways by diverse
audiences around the world, no matter which language
they spoke.

There is not a great deal of difference between a code and
a convention when talking about representation. Generally,
a code is considered to be more like a rule, similar to
grammar, whereas a convention is usually an established
practice. A code is often the process by which people have
learnt the language of the medium. For example, audiences
have learnt that when a film cuts from one scene to
another, time has passed. A convention may be a symb6lic
or a story element, such as that the bad guys lose orthat

a television news broadcast starts with a major storypand

is then followed by national news, state news, sport, the
weather and then perhaps a good newssstery-Similarly, a
convention in print might be thatya magazingibegins with a
front cover, some advertiseménts andya titlé page and ends
with a short article or column before the last page, which is
often an advertisement.

Learning activity

1 Look at Figures 1.1.8 and 1.1.9.
a What do you think is happening in each image?

b What do you think happened just before and
what will happen just after?

¢ Compare your answers with other class
members. Was there a generally agreed reading?

FIGURE 1.1.9 The Idle Class (1921)

CHAPTER 1
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VISUAL CODES IN ACTION

From the example of shots shown in Figure 1.1.10, the
viewer can see how images are coded. The images/codes
are made up of a combination of elements that, when
combined, have meanings attached to them.

B Shot 1: The frame is little more than a shot of a person
with a minimal amount of information attached to it.

B Shot 2: If the camera angle is changed to show the
shot at a low angle, not only is the image a bit more
interesting, but the viewer can begin to develop some
assumptions about the person in the shot. Consider
what a low-angled shot might mean in this context.

B Shot 3: In this shot, the lighting has been altered. The
lighting has been directed from behind the person so
that now he has been silhouetted. Consider what you
think this combination of back lighting and camera
angle might mean.

B Shot 4: In this shot, the person now has an object in his
hand; that is, he now has a prop. The inclusion of the
prop can alter and/or enhance the image’s meaning.

B Shot 5: The person has raised the arm holding the object
above shoulder height. There is now an element of
performance included in this shot.

READING REALITY

Images like the ‘axeman’ in Shots 4 and 5 in Figureyl. 51,0
can usually be quite simply read, but differentaudiences

%

NN

FIGURE 1.1.10 A storyboard showing how images are coded

can read other images in very different ways. This idea of
audiences and their role in reading codes, conventions
and cultural references is vital to understanding how codes
and conventions operate within media texts and within the
cultures that produce the texts. For codes and conventions
to convey meaning there has to be a general agreement
among the audience about their meaning—just as there

is general agreement about the meaning of words among
speakers of a language.

Cultural theorist Stuart Hall developed a theory about
audiences and their understanding of a text. Hall’s
‘reception theory’ is broken into three reading types:

1 dominant or preferred reading where the reader/viewer
shares the coded meaning with the author and reads
it in ways that the auther may have intended or that is
consistent with the 'deminant cultural and social values

2 negotiated redding where the reader/viewer generally
shares the deminant reading, but brings to bear their
own interests and influences

3 oppositional reading where the reader/viewer
undefstands the dominant reading and codes but
rejects them and views the text from a different
position. An example of this might be a feminist
watching a Miss Universe pageant or a Green voter
watching a Liberal Party advertisement.

The Italian writer and philosopher Umberto Eco also
talked of an ‘aberrant’ reading, where a totally idiosyncratic

reading is made that often has little grounding in a shared
reality.
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For example, the song ‘Helter Skelter’ by The Beatles can be
‘read’ by an audience in different ways:

B dominant reading: could be, as the songwriter Paul
McCartney said, just a wild rock song about a children’s
ride in an amusement park

B negotiated reading: could accept the dominant reading
but also see the song as being about love and its wild
ride

B oppositional reading: could be asking how rock stars
know what love and life is about when they live in an
artificial and isolated world

B aberrant reading: could be the way cult leader Charles
Manson read the song—as a call to murder people and
to start a racial war through random killings.

CODES AND CONVENTIONS
IN ACTION

While audiences may interpret codes differently, they also
tend to read them in similar ways. Some people’s reading
of codes is so ingrained that it just seems the ‘natural’ way
to do it. For example, at a basic level, audiences most often
read a film’s fade in as a cue that time has passed or, when

to it.

Learning activity

an object is zoomed in on, they know to attach importance @

VISUAL AND AUDIO CODES

Broadly speaking, codes can be divided into two main
groups, visual and audio—these are in addition to the
cultural codes mentioned earlier.

These are the codes associated with production elements
or technical devices such as camera work, sound effects,
lighting and so on. Some of the visual and audio codes
audiences are familiar with are:

CODE ‘ EFFECT OR MEANING

Low-angle camera, Character appears powerful
looking up

High-angle camera, Character appears vulnerable
looking down

Lighting is low with ma Mystery
shadows

Fade to black ime has passed
Cut to and a There is simultaneous action
that is the audience is seeing

two things that are happening
at the same time

Tension is increasing

Create your own story around Shot

lude four other shots.

SHOT 1 SHOT 2 SHOT 3

SHOT 4 SHOT 5

You can carry out this exercise in a variety of ways:
* Use a digital camera to capture the images.

 Sketch the images by hand.

 Select someone in the class to perform to your directions, using the boundaries of the whiteboard as your frame.

CHAPTER 1 | REPRESENTATION



GRAPHIC NOVELS

Codes and conventions from one medium can be seen or used in other forms. For example, film
codes have become part of the visual language of graphic novels, as seen in Figures 1.1.11 and 1.1.12.

SSOAITIATAALIEARTIAMASN A

ARTVIVTTITA M

7t

FIGURE 1.1.11 Runaways: Pride and Joy, Vol. 1, Marvel Comics, 2004
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FIGURE 1.1.12 Spider-Man, No. 12, Marvel Comics, 2017
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Learning activities

1 Lookat Figure 1.1.11.
a Write down all the visual codes that you can see.

b What effect might these have on an audience?

¢ What might you expect to happen next?

2 Write down at least three audio codes such as music,
voice or sound effects that you think would fit the
image. Explain why you have chosen each one and the
intended effect on the audience.

NARRATIVE CONVENTIONS

Narrative conventions are some of the ways a story is
organised and portrayed. Audience expectations when
approaching a story are, to some extent, shaped by
familiarity with the codes and conventions of storytelling.
Genre expectations also shape the way an audience
approaches a media product, how the story will unfold and
how it will end.

The codes and conventions of television news is a good
example. During a broadcast, the audience expects to
be approached by a newsreader (an authoritative figure)

Learning activities

Look at Figure 1.1.12.

a What are some of the codes and conventions from
graphic novels that you can see? For example, what
direction/order are the frames being read in?

b What are some of the codes and conventions from
film and television that you can see?

¢ What effect do you think the combining of these
codes and conventions has?

who will introduce the items and reporters ‘on the scene’.
Viewers also expect thefstories to be presented in a certain
order (e.g. importantpnational, local, international, sport,
weather, novelty)@nd'that they will contain interviews and
opposing viewpeintssThese conventions are so familiar
that, to the audience, they define a news bulletin, and
seem to be'the ‘natural’ or ‘normal’ way of delivering the
news. The viewer does not tend to see news bulletins as a
particular construction that may have other values at play.

1 Watch the news on television tofightiThe’conventions are so strong that it does not matter which one. Write down all
the codes and conventions you caf see. They may be technical as well narrative. Compare your responses with others

in your class.

2 Fillin the following table usingsyour knowledge of genre narrative codes.

GENRE MAIN CHARACTERS

SETTING

STORY ENDING

War

Romantic comedy

Teen comedy

Space

12 HEINEMANN MEDIA THIRD EDITION



EP] Representations and values

The media is not neutral—its values influence the representations that are constructed.

REPRESENTATIONS MEDIA INFLUENCE AND REPRESENTATION

Figures 1.2.1 and 1.2.2 show how the captions that may

The representations that are a vital part of the media’s
accompany news images can and do influence the reading

construction of reality are not neutral—there are a variety
of values that are embedded in them. Some of these are
obvious and others are deep-seated and concealed by
what we consider to be ‘normal’ or ‘natural’. An image,

a film, an advertisement or other media artefact is a
product of the society and so it will contain the values of
that society. These values can range from what the society
considers proper, such as all children should go to school,

of an image. The captions that accompanied the news
images from Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans tell a great
deal about values in America, particularly regarding race
relations and how media outlets commonly represent
African Americans and Americans of European heritage.
The captions also reference values regarding youth and
maleness, particularly when attached to race.

to values that a society holds to be important or essential, Hurricane Katrin ne of the worst storms
such as killing is wrong. to hit the US evastated the city of New
The values that the viewer or audience brings to the Orleans—a ifh a population that was

interpretation of the representation are important, but a ent African American. The

reading can be directed by a variety of influences that can 280 kit Ager hour winds caused massive
include: d orm surge caused the levees and

’ L s protecting low-lying areas to fail and
m prior knowledge per cent of the city was flooded. The areas

ere the majority of African Americans lived
re the hardest hit. Nearly 2000 people died as

® personal opinions or biases @ a result of the hurricane and tens of thousands of
B the text itself and the context that surrounds the people became homeless. Many people blamed

B cultural understandings

the government for taking too long to send aid to
the city and argued that the overreaction of the
authorities, such as the police, sparked claims

representation or construction.

of racism.

FIGURE 1.2.1 Caption from US media source: ‘A young man walks FIGURE 1.2.2 Caption from US media source: ‘Residents wade
through chest-deep flood water after looting a grocery store in through chest-deep water after finding bread and soda from a
New Orleans. local grocery store after Hurricane Katrina.’

CHAPTER 1 | REPRESENTATION 13



VALUES AND CONSTRUCTION

Figures 1.2.3 and 1.2.4 show two views after

hurricane Katrina, and how the same event
can be seen differently. The images show

how construction can have different values
attached to it.

Y - el o

FIGURE 1.2.3 A man waves a US flag among other Hurricane Katrina victims as the clean-upgéfforticontinues in the wake
of the devastation created by the hurricane that swept through New Orleans on 29 August 200 N
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FIGURE 1.2.4 A.D. New Orleans after the Deluge, Pantheon Books, 2010

Learning activities

1 Describe the ways in which your reading of a 3 Find an image from a newspaper, news magazine or
representation may be influenced or directed. news website.

2 Look at Figures 1.2.3 and 1.2.4. What attitude or values a Keep the original caption, but write another
to hurricane Katrina and the authorities do you think believable caption.
each image is portraying? b Share your image with your class and see who can

pick the original caption.
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ANALYSING REPRESENTATIONS

IN THE SOCIAL CONTEXT

As a media student, there are some key questions you
need to ask yourself when you look at how media
representations operate in a social context:

B What is being represented?

B How is it being represented?

B Who made or produced the representation?
|

When was it made? How does it fit with other images
of the time? How did events of the time shape the
representation?

B Why is this being represented and why is it being
represented in this way?

B What is being emphasised and what is being left out?

B What do you understand by the representation? Would
others have the same understanding?

B What alternative representations have you seen? What is
the difference between the two?

REPRESENTING ‘OTHER’
AND POSTCOLONIALISM

Representations can reveal a great deal of information
about the attitudes and values of the society that produced
them:

B what a society values
m what it respects
B what it fears.

This is particularly the case whén examifing
representations of other culturess@nd ethnicities.
Representations of ethnicity includegacial, ethnic and
linguistic groups.

Colonialism in this study is taken to mean the expansion
of Europe and European nations into other continents

to extend their power and authority. The sophisticated
technologies of weapons, transport and communications
enabled Europe to conquer peoples in Africa, Asia, the
Middle East, the Americas and the Pacific. Colonialism
reached its peak in the late nineteenth century and began
to decline after the Second World War when, after fighting
for freedom in Europe, many of the European colonies
began demanding freedom and independence.

Part of this struggle for freedom and independence was an
increased recognition of how colonisation had worked on
a cultural level and an examination of the role played by
representations created by the colonising powers. These
myths included the idea that Europeans were superior in
all fields including the cultural and were coupled with a
consistent portrayal of the colonised as the outsiders or

as ‘other’.

POSTCOLONIALISM

Postcolonialism, the study of the cultural aftermath of
colonial rule, explores the effects on a society after it

has experienced a period of foreign control. It became a
prominent area of study in the latter half of the twentieth
century, when previously colonised countries and

peoples had gained or weéfe fighting for independence.
Postcolonialism contribufed to an increased recognition of
how colonisationworked on a cultural level and the role
played by representations in creating the myths Barthes
talked about.

Palestinian American literary theorist Edward Said argued
thatpalmostfrom its earliest beginnings, Europe had
culturally defined itself at the centre. This then placed all
others as outsiders—even terms such as ‘The East’ defined
other cultures by their relationship to Europe as the central
point.

The geographical region known as the Middle East
was named as such because it is situated between
Europe and what was known as the Far East, now
known more commonly as Asia.

Said argued that Europe defined:

B itself as rational, forward moving, progressive, free, safe,
scientific, educated and civilised

B outsiders, the East, as the opposite: dangerous,
backward, irrational, ignorant and inferior.

Said pointed out that these attitudes and values could
be seen in the images Europeans used to represent both
themselves and the colonised.
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COLONIAL REPRESENTATIONS

Figure 1.2.5, an 1896 advertisement for Camp Tea, is a

representation of European settlers’ opinions of themselves

as part of a European colonising power and reflects their
attitudes towards Australia’s Indigenous inhabitants.

Meanwhile, in a typical colonial representation from Tintin

in the Congo, shown in Figure 1.2.6, Europeans (and even
their animals) are portrayed as educated and powerful

figures who deserve total respect, if not adoration.

Learning activities

1 Look carefully at Figure 1.2.5, the ad for Camp Tea.

a

Describe:
e whoisin the image

» what they are doing (What positions do they
hold in the frame of the image?)

* what they are wearing
* what their possessions are

* the relationship they may have to each other
and to the country.

Do you see any evidence of some of Said’s

arguments in this representation? What

conclusions can you draw?

2 Lookat Figure 1.2.6, the image from Tintin in
the Congo.

a

What evidence can you find of European
superiority?

Do you think there are any exaggerated physical
features? Explain.

What might the effect'6fthese be?

d Do you see any evidence of some of Said’s

16

arguments in this representation?

The Tintin books are aimed at children. How
may illustrations such as this influence the way
children see Africa?

What conclusions can you draw?

HEINEMANN MEDIA THIRD EDITION

FIGURE1.2.5 Camp Tea, Australian advertisement, 1896
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White man very great /... Has good
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FIGURE 1.2.6 Tintin in the Congo, 1931, revised 1946



Representations of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander People

In Australia, representations of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander People have
changed over time. These changes can
be seen in an advertisement from the
1920s (Figures 1.2.7); Dead Heart (1996),
a film that looks at the divide between
non-Indigenous Australian values and
Indigenous culture (Figure 1.2.8); and

The Sapphires (2012), a film about four
Indigenous women who form a band
and travel to Vietnam to sing for the
Australian troops during the Vietnam
war (Figure 1.2.9).

NULLA-NYLLA

"AUSTRALIAS WHITE HOPE,
THE BEST HOUSEHOLD SO0AP

FIGURE 1.2.7 A 1920s Australian advertisemént

for soap

Learning activity

Look at Figures 1.2.7,1.2.8 and 1.2.9.
How do you think representations
of Indigenous Australians have
changed over the years? Include any
other representations of Indigenous
Australians that you like.

Note: Use the analysing
representations focus questions to
help you form a response.

FIGURE 1.2.8 Dead Heart (1996)

L4
SHARI MIRANDA
SEBBENS TAPSELL

CHRIS DEBORAH

O’DOWD

MAILMAN Q@
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SAPPHIRES

FOLLOW YOUR HEART. DISCOVER YOUR SOUL.

FIGURE 1.2.9 The Sapphires (2012)

CHAPTER 1 | REPRESENTATION 17



THE EXOTIC, THE DANGEROUS,
THE HUMOROUS AND THE PITIED

Many media theorists argue that while the representations
of ethnicity may change over time, they usually still
function in the same way in order to perpetuate the
stereotypes, myths and values societies hold towards the
‘other’.

Alverado et al. in Learning the Media (1987) have grouped
representations of ethnicity into four categories: ‘the
exotic’, ‘the dangerous’ ‘the humorous’ and ‘the pitied’.
Some of these groupings serve to remove what may be
seen as a ‘threat’, while other groupings emphasise it.
Remember, the composition of these groups is not fixed
and will change over time. It is also important to remember
that these representations come from the dominant
culture—not all groups in society see the representations

in the same way.

The exotic is a representation that the dominant society
uses to group people who are seen as different, exciting,
mysterious, strange or glamorous, but still as outsiders or
‘other’. This representation can often be used about a place

or time, as well as a group of people.

FIGURE 1.2.10 ‘Exotic’ Greek culture in the USA
in My Big Fat Greek Wedding (2002)
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The dangerous is a representation that tends to be
prominent in news, current affairs or narrative texts. They
are generally represented as a threat to the dominant
culture or ‘way of life’ that needs to be dealt with. The types
of people who are considered dangerous often changes
over time, from place to place and culture to culture.

The humorous is a representation often found in

situation comedies and advertising. It generally relies on
stereotyping, or characterising an individual or a group
according to a conventional idea or concept. Often, it is
hard to criticise representations that claim to be humorous
when someone argues that they are ‘just a bit of harmless
fun’ This representation often functions to mock and
humiliate those that the dominant society sees as a minor
threat. It also serves to keep the group in their position

as ‘outsiders’, who are t0 beslaughed at, not with. The
humorous representationamay change with time and place.

The pitied is a feprésentation often used by Western
nations atoning fonthe damage they have caused through
colonisation, eeohomic exploitation or war. The pitied may
be represented as the victims of famine and war. Usually,
the causes of these famines or wars are not examined so as
totavoid directly engaging with the actions of the Western
nations. Representations of the pitied often go hand in
hand with connotations of primitiveness, backwardness

or underdevelopment, where again, the causes are not
explored. There can be a fine line between the pitied and
the dangerous.

Learning activities

1 Provide an example that you have seen in the
media of a representation from each of the exotic,
the dangerous, the humorous and the pitied
categories. You may choose from any media form
such as television, advertising, film, print and online
media.

2 Can you think of representations of people that
have changed over time? What category did the
group(s) belong to before and after the dominant
culture’s change in perception?

3 Find an example of one of these representations
and write a short presentation for your class
discussing it in light of your reading.





