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GLOSSARY

This chapter reviews the research literature oniettnd gender stereotypes in the
media. We begin with a preliminary discussion efabtypes, power, and social control. Next,
we offer a critical overview of the two main resgatraditions which are concerned with the

study of media stereotypes: content analged discourse analysiSontent analysis is

concerned with questions of media bias and distorpredominantly quantitative in its

approach, it focuses on the manifest meanings diamaessages, and how these meanings tend
to exaggerate or minimize specific facts aboutedéht social groups. In contrast, discourse-
analytic approaches emphasize the latent meanimysannotations embedded within the media
message. Predominantly qualitative in its approdidtourse analysis seeks to uncover how the
activation of these deeper cultural structuressh@perpetuate and naturalize specific ways of

thinking about different groups. While quite ditet, both of these approaches have produced



important findings about the processes by whichiethracial, and gender stereotypes are

created and reproduced in the media.

|. DEFINING STEREOTYPESAND CONCEPTUALIZING THEIR EFFECTS

For the purposes of this chapter, we define &stgpe as any representation which
carries an undifferentiated depiction of a groufmsSing over the internal differences which
exist within the group, stereotypes instead empledsioad similarities and overarching
commonalities, whether real or imagined. By prigitey between-group variation over within-
group variation, stereotypes tend to reinforceidie@ that group identities are natural and
primordial. In fact, while the focus of this chapig on the representation of minority groups, it
is important to recognize that all group identites created and reproduced through the
circulation of stereotypes. Linked to basic cogeitprocesses, stereotypes allow individuals to
categorize information and to make stable ideraifans of specific groups, including one’s
own. In the absence of stereotypes, group idestiti@uld have a much more tenuous existence.

While stereotypes may be situated within a lapgecess of cognition, categorization,
and social description, they also contain an evad@omponent which relates them in crucial
ways to processes of power and social control.réason for this is that there is a non-random
and unequal distribution of group evaluations. tAasistereotypes are typically reserved for
powerful groups, while oppressed and excluded gonpre frequently find themselves
subjected to negative and pejorative stereotypash&more, the imbalance in group evaluation
is compounded by an imbalance in control, partityilhere mass media are concerned.
Despite the progress that has been made in reeard,\the creation, production, and control of

media images remains overwhelmingly in the handshofe men. For women, ethnic minorities,



and other groups who lack control over their mextigrayals, it is difficult to correct any
inaccurate, insensitive, or damaging stereotypashwtonfront them; as a result of this
imbalance in media evaluation and control, theesysdf stereotypes tends to naturalize the
status quo, producing an ideological effect.

While the system of media stereotypes tends teedbe interests of the most powerful
groups in society, the effect of these stereotysgends on the specific ways that individuals
interpret the media products they consume. Indeeent findings in audience research point to
the fact individuals tend to be quite active irenpreting media messages, filtering them through
specific experiences and identities in order tov@emeanings which frequently deviate from the
creators’ intended message. In other words, dns for a stereotype to have a direct and
powerful effect on an individual. Individuals apgheir own biographical and hermeneutic
resources to the interpretation of the media txd, therefore have a capacity to resist
stereotypes.

It is important not to overstate this argument dboierpretive resistance, however; if
anything, the distribution of interpretive resistarsuggests that media stereotypes still have a
powerful ideological effect in many instances. induals are more likely to adopt a critical
interpretive stance toward those media images wdmeltloser to their own life experiences; on
the other hand, when they see media portrayals distant from their own experiences, they are
more likely to treat those representations assealiepictions of social life. Thus, media
stereotypes about race relations tend to have ts powerful effects on those individuals
whose life experiences offer little or no opportyrior direct interracial contact. African-
Americans tend to be more critical of media poritayf black life than they are about white

representations. Along the same lines, women are fikely than men, for example, to interpret



a music video by Madonna as an image of female pang autonomy. This relationship

between experiential affinity and interpretive sé@nce suggests that, while negative stereotypes
may have a weaker effect on the group represetiteg are still likely to have considerable
effects on others groups, by activating and reifay existing prejudices. The distribution of

media stereotypes continues to be an importanalkissue.

1. GENERAL HISTORICAL TRENDSIN MEDIA STEREOTYPES

In many ways, media images of minority groups hayaroved dramatically during the
last hundred years. This is particularly evidenthi@ case of racial representations. Before the
1920s, films and newspapers openly encourageditudatof white superiority which
legitimated prejudice, and, on occasion, encoura&gddnce. The most well known case of this
wasBirth of a Nation a tremendously successful movie released in TRAIS.film, which
presented the lynching of African-Americans as migeact, helped to bring about the rebirth of
the Ku Klux Klan and the rise of mob violence agaiolack men. Other films of the early
twentieth century, while less successful commédsgipgbrtrayed Hispanics, Native Americans,
and Asians in an equally crude manner, reinforaingttitude of white supremacy and open
hostility toward minorities in the process.

These kinds of shrill and inflammatory portrayaisre found not only in fictional media,
but were also present in more “serious” media. Wastern stereotype of the exotic and sinister
Asian developed in newspapers as early as the 18@Aavas only later reinforced by fictional
characters such as Fu Manchu. Press stories dimoneed to protect white women from
marauding black men were popular in Southern nepesgan the 1860s and 1870s, pre-dating

by at least forty years one of the main themeBidh of a Nation Nineteenth century political



cartoons frequently depicted racial and ethnic miil@s as animalistic and less than fully
human. Many of the alternative media developedndutthe nineteenth century, in fact, were
created as a direct response to “mainstream” gtessotypes of ethnic and racial minorities.
The political regulation and scrutiny of media t@nt increased dramatically after the
1920s, leading film producers and newspaper editotake more active steps to self-censor the
more obvious and inflammatory stereotypes whichlbesh so prevalent in the past. This
growing political attention to media content caman several sources. Many conservative
Congressmen had grown increasingly suspiciousdib réilm, and newspaper content, and took
actions to censor what they saw as anti-AmericestHuropean, and pro-Communist
propaganda. While this movement was primarily comee with eliminating Communist
sympathizers from Hollywood, one of its indirecteets was the belief that overtly racist media
representations made African-Americans more susateo anti-American propaganda. At the
other end of the political spectrum, liberal paidins and cultural critics were also fighting
against crude and viciously racist portrayals ai@i-Americans, arguing that these kinds of
images were uncomfortably similar to the anti-J&wisopaganda produced by the Nazi regime.
By 1950, just as modern communication researchestablishing itself in the United States,
overt and inflammatory racism had more or lesspfisared from “mainstream” media content.
As a result, most media research has focused oa ntwmalized forms of stereotyping which

continue to circulate in radio, television, newsgap and film.



[11. CONTENT ANALYSISAND THE STUDY OF MEDIA STEREOTYPES
Historically, research on media stereotypes hadeigto emphasize the manifest content
of the media message, in order to consider whéfiiecontent is exaggerating or minimizing

any facts about a group. Typically, this involvies tnethodology of content analysihere the

researcher identifies a number of descriptive teand then counts how many times these terms
appear in the media over a given period of time&.example, researchers might count the
number of times African-American lawyers and AfneAmerican athletes appear in the media,
and then compare those frequencies with the “@adtipational distribution of African-
Americans. If they found that African-Americans e@ver-represented in the media as athletes
and under-represented as lawyers, they could thien {o the existence of a media stereotype.
The most compelling advantage of using contentyarsato study media stereotypes is
the ability to collect comprehensive data coveangast quantity of media output. It is useful to
know how often news stories about crime and povextys on ethnic minorities, how often
children’s cartoon characters are women, and hesaethivorlds of media representation compare
with social reality. It is also useful to know whet these representations have changed over
time. Content analysis allows the researcher tolréeafinitive answers to these kinds of
guestions, allowing for the gradual accumulatios@éntific knowledge. Indeed, by producing
systematic, rigorous, and quantifiable data, cdraealysis provides a tremendous resource for

scholars who want to participate in debates abadianpolicy.

A. Content Analyses of Gender Stereotypes

Early feminist work in media studies was concemétl exposing the deeply embedded

sexist imagery and stereotypes within popular mexhd the ways in which these stereotyped



images served to produce distorted rather thamstieadlepictions of gender roles (Tuchman,
Daniels and Benet 1978). These studies foundithéé the media images were just as
stereotypical for men as they were for women, tieaegled to be distributed in such a way as to
contribute to a broad range of social problemduuhog sexist attitudes and beliefs, sexual
harassment, violence against women, eating disardad stereotyped perceptions of and
behavior toward vulnerable groups of men and wortreparticular, images of women were
much more likely to draw on negative stereotypRecent analyses of gender stereotypes find
that not much has changed.

The most basic aspect of gender stereotyping imgi@ia comes from the vast under-
representation of women. One study of prime-tim@rmtional announcements broadcast on the
five major television networks (ABC, NBC, CBS, FO&fyd UPN) reports that women are
under-represented in all of the networks' proma@i@mnouncements (Eaton 1997). Men
comprise the majority of total characters showrnebdavision, a fact which has remained
relatively constant over time. Indeed, in an exaton of the demographic makeup of the new
characters added to the prime-time lineup, Bra@ssenberg (“The Changing Faces on TV: A
Demographic Analysis of Network Television’s NewaSens, 1966-1992Journal of
Broadcasting and Electronic Med##l (1997), pp. 1-13) found that 65 percent ofrtbe
characters were men. The same kinds of dispaakiss for other media, such as film, print, and
radio, where women are also under-represented.

While women are generally under-represented, ey do appear they tend to be
portrayed in roles that trivialize, idealize, selxae or narrowly define them. Men, on the other
hand, are usually depicted in high status roleghich they dominate women. Few studies have

found any movement towards more realistic, nuangediverse media depictions of gender



roles, but stereotypical portrayals of women do/\aacording to the network's target audience.
Specifically, promotional announcements on netwdhks seek a younger male audience contain
more sexualized female characters than networkraneging produced for a more general
audience. In short, misogyny through negative fernstgdreotyping has become a marketing
strategy used to foster male consumerism.

One important gender stereotype which circulateabermedia is the beauty ideal, which
promotes the view that attractive women and menhane white, and sexually appealing to the
other sex. While this image exists to some ext@nboth genders, it abounds for women.

Sexist media images principally set unrealistingtads of beauty and thinness for women,
producing distorted and atypical impressions camogrthe female body. Studies of exposure to
the media’s thin ideal link it to poor self-estedat,stereotyping, unrealistic body shape
standards, and symptoms of eating disorders. T®tevviewing correlates with an increased
tendency among males to stereotype overweight eenfadracters and to an increased likelihood
of eating disordersWhile thin characters continue to be judged critycan their levels of
attractiveness, average-weight female characteparticular are considered to be unattractive
and are viewed negatively. The ideal of extrenmenss leaves little room for diverse
representations of body type.

The sexualization of women is another type of gestiEreotyping in the media. In music
videos, for example, sexualizing stereotypes aegto\Similar to other media, women are under-
represented in music videos despite the increasintpers of female musicians in the music
industry. When women are visible, they are porttage affectionate, dependent, nurturing, and
fearful. They inevitably possess beautiful bodwesar revealing clothing, become the object of

someone else's gaze, and are portrayed as irgtsgxual behavior more often than men. To the



contrary, men are over-represented and are typishbwn to be adventurous, domineering,
violent, aggressive, and adorned with attractiventmg women. Coupled with fewer
representations, gender stereotyping and female$eation in music videos activate narrowly
defined ideals of femininity, construct the femséx object, and “symbolically annihilate”
women.

Even children’s programming readily utilizes thégees of gender stereotypes. Many
studies find that children’s attitudes about gerrdias are influenced by the amount of
television they watch. A content analysis of chelils educational programming indicates that
male characters have greater representation thaadecharacters, and both exhibit significant
sex-role stereotypical behavior. For example, islem commercials featuring only one gender
portray boys more often than girls and place thetside the home more frequently.
Additionally, voice-overs tend to correspond to #utor's sex when the actor is a boy, but this is
not true if the actor is a girl. The subtle andsistent nature of the stereotypical behavior found
in many children’s programs helps to naturalizedgerstereotyped views of the world. From
this point of view, children who watch the mosetgsion are those who also hold the most

stereotypic, gender typed values.

B. Content Analyses of Ethnic Ster eotypes

Media coverage of ethnic and racial minoritiegpthys many of the content features
discussed above for women. First, there is a vad¢murepresentation of non-whites in the
media. Only 12 percent of the new prime-time tedmr characters introduced between 1966-
1992 were non-white. Only about 15 percent of ¢hiics books published in the United States

between 1937-1993 contained any African-Americaaratters. The situation is similar in
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fashion magazines, music videos, and newspapeesewvihe faces in the media are
overwhelmingly white. And while there has been samgrovement in recent years, the
demographic makeup of media images continues todepe an inaccurate representation of
social reality, despite the proliferation of newdiageand new cable television channels. This
under-representation is just as true for Europeadianas it is in the United States.

When ethnic and racial minorities are represemetie media, they tend to appear in
ways which demonize, trivialize, and hypostatizenth Most of these stereotypes circulate in
news programming and other “reality based” gerfPeditical news tends to treat racial and
ethnic minorities as uniform voting blocs pursuspgecial interests, without regard for the public
good. News stories about crime and poverty focsprdportionately on African-Americans and
Latinos, far exceeding their actual, respectivgoproons of the poor and the lawbreaking. In
fact, as Entman (1994) found in a recent studgleivision, nearly sixty percent of all network
news stories focus on negative news about Africaredcans: typically, either as the victims of
social misfortune, or as the perpetrators of crime&ontrast, whites are portrayed in a way
which makes them appear much wealthier and moreageld than they really are, and much
more likely to be defenders of the law. This conaltion of stereotypes — disproportionately
positive for whites, and disproportionately negatior nonwhites — creates a comparative
context which is particularly damaging to ethnid aacial minorities.

Some of the most interesting and compelling cordmalytic studies have focused on the
comparative framing of risk between whites and noiteg. In an examination of news coverage
of residential mortgage success for African-Amergand whites, for example, Kent Goshorn
and Oscar Gandy (“Race, Risk, and Responsibilithtd&al Constrain in the Framing of

Inequality”, Journal of Communicatiod5 (1995), pp. 133-151) found that 75 percenhef t
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headlines were framed in terms of black loss. khtawh, the probability that a newspaper story
would emphasize the theme of black loss was samtly related to the proportion of African-
Americans living in the newspaper’s city; in otesrds, as the number of African-Americans
increased, so did the use of the “black failuretasbtype.

In a larger study of news coverage about inequahty discrimination, Gandy and his
associates reported similar findings (“Race and:Rtactors Affecting the Framing of Stories
about Inequality, Discrimination, and Just PlairdBaick”, Public Opinion Quarterly61 (1997),
pp. 158-182). Collecting a sample of more than 1&@@@les which contained the word “black”
within 10 words of the expressions “more likely"daftess likely”, Gandy found that the theme
of black loss was present in more than half ofrtbadlines and more than 70 percent of the lead
paragraphs; the theme of white advantage, by csintkas present in only 3.9 percent of the
headlines and 10.3 percent of the lead paragr&ymcusing on black failure rather than white
privilege, these news stories worked together fledeattention away from the issue of
discrimination, and toward the implicit theme ofgmnal responsibility. Indeed, the theme of
discrimination, which was only present in 11 peta#rthe stories, was used least often in those
cities where the objective living conditions of &fin-Americans was the worst. These kinds of
representations, by combining the stereotype afddailure with the theme of personal
responsibility, have the effect of encouraging kfite the victim” mentality among viewers and

readers of the news.
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V. DISCOURSE ANALYSISAND MEDIA STEREOTYPES: THE ROLE OF
CHARACTER

While content analysis has proven useful in esthbig an overarching sense of the
discrepancies between the media representationscaial realities of different groups, it has
been less successful at measuring how stereotgpesirculate through the latent meanings and
connotations embedded within a media text. Forlachanfluenced by structuralism, this is a
serious and problematic oversight, because thalliteeaning of a word or image is much less
meaningful than its relationship to a deeper caltaystem, in which each unit derives its value
from its position in a system of similarities argpositions. There are certain basic structures
which regulate how different words and images alated to each other, and thus made
meaningful. Uncovering these structures is cemtréthe understanding of how media
stereotypes get their power.

The symbolic relationship between the differentrabters in the story provides one of
the most important mechanisms through which mexkitstactivate latent meanings about
different social groups. Indeed, the tension betwdifferent characters provides the “narrative
skeleton” that informs any semiotic process. Beeaigries require protagonists and
antagonists, who are arranged in relations of hogywénd antipathy to each other -- for
example hero and villain, ally and opponent, sutged object, donor and receiver, friend and
enemy -- the characters of a narrative serve améimients of a society’s deep cultural codes. In
many respects, the construal of character is the& mportant step in dealing with another
person, and the part of social interaction whicimierently dramatic. By arranging the
characters of a narrative in binary relations te another, and doing the same thing with the

descriptive terms attached to those charactersianmepresentations and other narratives help to
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charge social life with evaluative and dramatiensity at the same time as they encourage
specific beliefs about privilege and subordinatibhe issue of character development, then, is

crucial for the study of media stereotypes.

A. Gender and Character Development in the Media

Popular media narratives use language to appattfterent character types and
descriptions for men and women that reflect andstrant unequal power relations. These
character types involve syntactic codes and cheriatits that mark characters according to
social statuses such as gender, race, and classvéry contemporary story that presents
women playing strong and intelligent roles, theeeraumerous others in which women are
linguistically marked as ‘other,’ vilified, victirzed, or otherwise narrowly defined. Whereas
dominant male characters draw on elaborated syotamies, female characters are regularly
depicted in stereotypic ways. Most media still pytmen as the major characters and cast
women as decorative objects, scheming villainglbss imbeciles, or servants to men.

Linguistic constructions are heavily biased towdothinant groups, particularly toward
white heterosexual men. That which representsutarally dominant form of masculinity, i.e.,
dominance, stoicism and workplace orientationpisstructed in relation to femininity and
subordinated masculinities, such as homosexuélitgracter traits depicting hegemonic
masculinity, such as strength, aggressiveness,amskvirility, characterize the universal subject
as male. In opposition to this, the feminine ideyinition weak, emotional, oriented to the
home, conciliatory, fearful, sexualized and objesd. Sports coverage, for example, exploits
these gender characterizations by describing thergality of male sport in opposition to the

subordinated status of female sport. Male athlgyesholize exemplary masculinity while



14

female athletes represent a break in feminine nofims gendered language of televised sports
shows how the use of stereotypic language in thdiaresymmetrically marks men and women
by separating the ‘men’ from the ‘girls’. Femalélates are marked as ‘other’ while their male
counterparts personify true athleticism togethehwwale power and privilege. Athletes in the
media are placed in a hierarchy in which the mabaiued more than the female, placing
culturally dominant forms of masculinity and fenmity at odds.

The deeply embedded cultural codes that defineunhagy and femininity also come to
life in the vilification of female characters. Womeho do not meet the requirements of
emphasized femininity, or who possess traits sgabichage, ugliness, or an inability to have a
husband or a child, are portrayed as being lesstthiy feminine. Soap operas, for example,
glorify and idealize women who are committed tddii@n and community, nobly characterizing
them as nurturing, vulnerable and naive. In cohtfamale characters who do not have children,
or are too dedicated to their careers tend to hagative personality traits that seemingly
correspond to their unfeminine life choices. Whamfally playing the role of villain, male and
female characters continue to personify stereo#ygender traits. To be a worthy opponent,
male villains possess traits that correspond tturally dominant definitions of exemplary
masculinity — aggressiveness, risk, intelligencg @mminance. Since the hero of the narrative is
almost always a man, female villains must also takéhese masculine traits in order to become
plausible and worthy adversaries. This gender adittion requires the female villain to
disparage her feminine demeanor by way of trickkyper-feminine charm, feigned
victimization, or temper tantrums.

Stereotypical narratives involving criminals andtins also create an antagonistic

character relationship that is based in genderdaegened by race and class. Studies of social
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control have repeatedly found that stereotypicalges of criminals and victims exacerbate
women'’s fear of crime. Common narrative themesuelimages of criminals as poor minority
men and evil strangers who randomly attack theitimis. On the other hand, images of victims
are predominantly those of white middle-class woméro are innocent, submissive, and unable
to protect themselves. Even cartoon charactemforee these representations of women as the
more likely victims of antisocial acts. Images sashthese intensify stereotypical images of
male supremacy and female powerlessness suchviitabeef exposure to stereotypical images
can influence gender role expectations and ledifferences in how men and women process
visual imagery in the media.

Gender is a defining factor which helps to deteerhow different characters are
positioned within a narrative. Steeped in imagesxamplary masculinity and emphasized
femininity, male and female characters conformrexptermined expectations and attitudes, and
it is very difficult for either men or women to ladefrom the gender convention. With fewer
representations to choose from, female charactemnast profoundly tied to stereotypic roles
and characteristics. By giving these controllin@ges truth status, readers idealize dominant
definitions of masculinity and femininity by assating them with antagonistic character
relations and the traits attached to them. Howewndiyiduals primed with counter-stereotypic
representations as opposed to stereotypic onabtdeafford women a greater range of roles and
character traits, and view women more credibly @sgonsibly. These findings support claims
that the popular media has the potential to usgulage, character types, and descriptions of men
and women to promote social equality, rather thaply the re-inscription of dominant power

relations.
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B. Ethnicity, Race, and Character Development in the Media

A vast literature exists which documents the depahdlegrading, and demeaning
character positions which racial and ethnic mimesitvere restricted to in the early history of
television and film. There were two main types lohi@acters which predominated during this
early history. One kind, shown in films suchBigh of a Nation,The Greaser’'s RevengEhe
Yellow MenacegandThe Son of the Sheatkesented images of dangerous and deranged
minorities, who could only be controlled througleleint and vicious coercion. The other type of
character, found in films such @nly Angels Have Wingmd radio/television programs such as
Amos ‘n’ Andy showed minorities as funny, stupid, and relagivedrmless. By limiting minority
characters to these two narrative functions — coslief, or dangerous threat — mass media
guaranteed that the world of heroic action woulddsgricted to white men.

While the most glaring, offensive, and blatantlgisacases have been eliminated to a
large extent, racial and ethnic minorities stifideo be limited to subordinate and dependent
character positions in media narratives. Similahtomanifest media messages studied by
content analysis, most contemporary characterattgres now circulate in news programming
and other “reality-based” genres. For example, neaverage of inter-ethnic interaction is
almost always framed in terms of conflict, where tWo groups are portrayed as being unable to
regulate themselves, and are therefore dependenrt ontside (and usually white) mediator. In
general, news coverage of minorities almost alweafexs to them as a problem population,
where the character of problem-solver is typicatlyerved for members of the ethnic majority
group. Frequently, these stories are narrated apiarstruggle for social order and civilization,
where the villains are law-breaking ethnic gangs thue heroes are white policemen. This type

of character development — minority group as pnobieaker, and majority group as problem-
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solver — denies autonomy and voice to ethnic aaidlreninorities. And the consequences of
these forms of character development can be foutitedevel of manifest content, in the facts
that that minority groups get quoted in the newss leften, less extensively, and less directly than
whites.

In an examination of media coverage of racial sriBionald Jacob&féce, Media, and
the Crisis of Civil Society: From Watts to Rodnegdk Cambridge University Press, 2000)
showed how the identification of specific subjeasitions prevented African-Americans from
being portrayed as powerful or autonomous. Duringglt965 Watts uprising, the rioters were
described as irrational and hysterical in the “reaam” news media, while the leaders of the
African-American community were either describedredfective or as the dependent dupes of
Communist propagandists. In the aftermath of ti#l1Rodney King beating, African-
Americans were portrayed almost exclusively asmigtof police brutality, while the more
active and potentially heroic character positiomseveserved for the (mostly white) political
leaders of city, state, and federal governmene&tie 1992 Los Angeles uprising,
“mainstream” news narratives blamed the failurpdlitical elites to resolve the structural
problems of race and urban life; African-Americarexe again restricted to mostly passive
character positions, as the victims of forces Wweilond their control. Throughout all of these
crises, the black press was virtually the only raestiurce in which one could find heroic
character positions reserved for African-Americdf®. “mainstream” media audiences,
however, the development of majority and minoritaacter positions reinforced the idea that

the space of potential political heroism was alnewdirely absent of racial and ethnic minorities.
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V. DISCOURSE ANALYSISAND MEDIA STEREOTYPES: THE ROLE OF GENRE

In addition to examining the character oppositidtieugh which media stereotypes are
constructed, discourse-analytic studies also censitk types of stories that are used to describe
different groups. The identification of story tyjserelated to the organization of different media
texts into specific genrewvhich structure the audience’s expectations abowtthe story will
develop. While most empirical narratives will crase boundaries of any single analytical
genre, there are nevertheless patterned consisseincihe movement of certain types of stories
through narrative time and space, creating a sexéctations or family resemblances shared by
audiences and producers alike. Audiences can glearbgnize the difference between news and
entertainment, between romance and tragedy, betegerand melodrama. The media industry
takes advantage of these patterned consistenciks selection, creation, differentiation, and
marketing of its products, establishing clear conims for distinguishing between story types
and for placing them into hierarchies of greatet Esser importance. By attaching greater
significance to some kinds of media content whilaalizing others, the hierarchy of media

genres provides another mechanism for naturaliziegeotypes.

A. Genreand Gender Stereotypes

Men and women are distributed across the spectfuredia genres in such a way as to
reinforce and naturalize gender stereotypes. Reptaisons of women are consistently
concentrated in entertainment and melodramaticegenflthough white men are the most
dominant group on television, entertainment gemrda@sh are of lower prestige and thought to
be the most trivial and benign, over-represent warparticularly low-status women.

Additionally, the most typical genre for “women’sogramming” is melodrama, which also
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happens to be the most degraded and devaluedtbealenres. More elevated genres, such as
the news or the epic, have proven much less suatesscultural forms for narrating women’s
lives in the media.

The fact that women are found primarily in comegvelsile men are typically in story
types with greater esteem, tells us something abeuocial order. Humor can be used to
indirectly express and negotiate the emotions ansions of everyday life. Or, it can serve to
trivialize these tensions. Women'’s over-repredentan situation comedies particularly gives
the impression that men are to be taken seriouglynamen are not. Race interacts with
gender when black women are portrayed in steretdypoles such as maids, comics, or support
staff. Often shown to be more dominant than Whitenen, African-American women are cast
as humorous but dominating characters, reprodueicigt stereotypes of the mythical Black
matriarch. These narrow caricatures of human beang$aughed away in the comedic setting,
where the movement of the story is ultimately tavane of integration.

Melodrama easily conforms to dominant gender idggléocusing on women and their
place in the social world. The emotional excesgatteristic of melodrama exaggerates the
chaos and unpredictability of modern life, whilersbtypically focusing on the family and
gender roles. The primary themes of melodramafgland idealize the non-employed woman
who is committed to children, condemn women whotaoededicated to their careers, and
exaggerate women’s participation in the professi&wen programs within this genre that
feature strong women tend to give an unrealisgewof their lives by concentrating on an
idealized family life and showing no real intersectof professional and personal life.

Women'’s lack of representation in certain realiggéd genres such as the news is an

unambiguous example of women'’s place in the sacddr. Despite the high visibility of a few
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prominent women reporters and analysts, womenareamsidered to be experts when it comes
to the seriousness of the news. Men provide 8&gpeiof quotes or references, 75 percent of
those interviewed on television, and 90 percehefmost recently cited authorities, even when
the issues at hand directly involve women. Whewoihes to those who report the news, women
are also in the minority, representing 15 percémedwork news reporters, and 20 percent of
print journalists, although they are 68 percernpafnalism school graduates. In news coverage,
women are stereotypically represented in termbaf tapacity as mothers, nurturers of the
community, or the helpless victims of domestic @ade. The news genre invokes stereotypes of
women’s diminished intellectual capacity, femimynipassivity and dependence on men.

The epic genre tends to acquire its social authbgitpreserving hegemonic social and
cultural norms. Corresponding to cultural idealfi@§emonic masculinity, an analysis of the
Batmanepic as portrayed on television, movies, and cdioaks reveals an underlying ideology
that links male violence to punishment and justigyattaching this ideology to the ancient
imagery of good against evil, Batman typifies tesemtialism of American masculinity and
American justice as a necessary cultural identigy supports a vital institution. In contrakhe
Avengerdailed as epic, because the story line did natesprond to the dominant ideology and
cultural identity. Traced to the popular culturel®60s and the general revolution of gender
identity, the program depicted an erosion of pathg, an increase in female employment, and a
new sexual liberation. Yet, this elevated genrev@fnen’s lives was too much at odds with
American culture and the audience for American iettie failure of the program demonstrated
how the hierarchy of media genres relates in ingmanivays to the reproduction of male

privilege.
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B. Genre and Ethnic-Racial Stereotypes

The hierarchy of media genres also serves to deygeand to naturalize racial and ethnic
stereotypes. Again, like the other forms of steneinig for racial and ethnic groups, most of the
activity appears to occur in news programming aherm‘reality-based” genres. In the news,
there is a patterned distribution of representatiwhich reinforces negative or trivializing
images about racial and ethnic minorities. In tlestimportant sub-genres which tend to
occupy the lead stories of television news broadcasd the front pages of newspapers, minority
groups find themselves represented as the helpiletsns of poverty or the dangerous
perpetrators of crime. Stories which represent nityygroups in a more positive and active way
tend to be concentrated in the less valued andrigssrtant sub-genres of the news, such as
sports news, entertainment news, and human intsticegts. Indeed, when news stories about a
minority group move from the human interest aneggainment sub-genres to the more
important “hard news” sub-genres, they tend tamgeasingly negative. This type of
distribution across the different news sub-geneasorces and naturalizes the idea that the
themes of threat and dependence are the most semauimportant ways to think about racial
and ethnic minorities.

Whereas the distribution of news sub-genres nisesathe images of minority threat and
misfortune, the intertextual relationship betweews and entertainment reinforces the “blame
the victim” mentality found in so many media tedtsa series of path-breaking studies of the
Cosby ShowSut Jhally and Justin Lewikiflightened Racism: The Cosby Show, Racism, and
the Myth of the American Dreaestview Press, 1992) and Herman Gray (“Telerigtack
Americans, and the American Drear@ijtical Studies in Mass Communicatiérn(1989), pp.

376-386) argued that television combines a fictipoatrayal of upper-middle class black life
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with news portrayals of black crime in the ghetigptoduce an image of self-responsibility
which is more palatable for a racist culture. Omohe hand, the images of success and moral
responsibility found in th€osby Shovencouraged white audiences to believe that rheialers
were coming down, and that it was possible to llawealthy, well-adjusted, professional,
educated, and African-American family living nextad. On the other hand, when these images
were combined with the news stories about minanityne and poverty, they sent the implicit
message that ghetto residents were responsibtedmrown misery, for not being like Cliff or
Claire Huxtable. What both kinds of stories shamad a privileging of individual attributes and
middle-class values; what they both hid were tr@ad@nd historical factors which shaped these
very different kinds of lives.

The genres of sports programming provide anotheortant form of “enlightened
racism”. On the one hand, stories about African-Aoca® sporting heroes allow white audiences
to admire the achievements of black men such abaéicJordan, Kobe Bryant, or Michael
Johnson. Yet, just like the images found in@wesby Showthe attention paid to these sporting
heroes resulted in a distorted and unrealistic er@dlack success. The biographies of African-
Americans sports stars typically emphasize harkwmerseverance, and physical talent as the
way out of the poverty and desperation of the udiztto. Unfortunately, by emphasizing the
theme of heroic individual action, these biographgmore the structural impediments which
African-American men face, particularly those ligim the urban core. By emphasizing physical
talent over intellectual achievement, they pro\ad#istorted image of the most likely route to
success. And combined with the crime stories faumthe evening news, these biographies
encourage the same “blame the victim” themes whicdulate in so many of the other media

genres.
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Similarly, women’s heightened visibility in somestha can distort images of female
success and shift attention from continued sexisdwegomen’s overall disempowerment. For
example, the modern prime time drailg McBealemphasizes women'’s success through
participation in the high status male dominatettifed law. Yet, the female characters are
portrayed in terms of emphasized femininity: thauig ideal, extreme emotionality, and
dependence on romance in efforts to glean a shianale privilege. Likewise, when women are
depicted as powerful, power is defined in masculamms of aggression, strength and
competition. James Cameromark Angelis a typical example. The childlike woman dressed
in black subverts the limitations of her gendeotlygh super human physical strength, agility,
and fighting skill. To justify the embodiment dfese masculine traits in the female character,
her childlike yet sexualized body is not threatgniout vulnerable and pleasing to a heterosexual
male audience. Her powerless demeanor is imbugdahidden strength and power that
defines her as a worthy opponent, capable of asgdrerself and resisting victimization. By
this rationale, the sexualization and male violeagainst women becomes a personal issue that
also supports the “blame the victim” mentality pakant in depictions of women and racial
ethnic minority groups throughout the media.

Other generic strategies are also used to blaldeaer consideration of historical context
or effective collective action, in news storiesagdl as entertainment programming. News
stories about inner-city life frequently combinenge strategies from melodrama and the human
interest story, where a single personal story stamdor and replaces aggregate social statistics
as well as deeper historical context, and wher@tama of personal life crowds out those
elements of social cohesiveness which actuallyxist & the individual’s community. In

entertainment programming, comedy and melodramé&egeently combined with other genres
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(e.q., the hard-boiled detective film) to allowAfrican-American hero express anger and
resistance, while still confining this resistanaéwm a discourse of individualism and personal
friendship. And in the rare instances where histraccounts are provided to explain social
deprivation in minority communities, they tend @ marrated through the genre of tragedy, in a
way which encourages the audience to adopt anastivf resigned acceptance and passivity
instead of collective mobilization. Taken togetttars distribution and combination of genres
helps to naturalize racial and ethnic stereotybg®mbedding them within the very structure of

narration.

V1. CONCLUSION

Clearly, there are many instances of ethnic amdigestereotyping which continue to
operate today, limiting the media’s role in promgtiolerance, solidarity, understanding, and
respect. Communication researchers continue tstravgreat deal of energy identifying these
stereotyping mechanisms, adding to the gradualnaciaiion of knowledge in what has become
a well-define area of scholarship. Women and ethmiwrities continue to be under-represented
in the media, and continue to be restricted to kWedhcharacter positions and devalued media
genres and sub-genres. For women, the majoritieodatypes operate in entertainment
programming, in a way that contributes to the rdpmion of emphasized femininity and
hegemonic masculinity. For racial and ethnic mitvesi stereotyping has moved increasingly to
news programming and other “reality-based” genrea,manner which identifies these minority
groups as dangerous threats and incompetent un&tets, all the while encouraging a “blame

the victim” mentality among the media audiencecdmbination, these stereotypes reinforce the
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idea that the world of heroic action is composetrely of white men. They also encourage a
sense of cynicism and skepticism about the medra fninority audiences.

These stereotypes do not go unchallenged, of eo8ixcial movements and other civic
groups continue to organize activities designecht@lenge the media’s representations of
women and ethnic minorities. Alternative media parf a similar watchdog function for their
readers, monitoring the “mainstream” media andotzihg its performance. Journalists, writers,
and directors attempt to produce media contenthwti&viates from the standard conventions
and attempts to circulate new, updated images obnty groups. Nevertheless, the dominant
patterns of media stereotyping continue, helpingatatribute to the social and cultural privileges
enjoyed by white men. For this reason, researamedia stereotypes is likely to continue to
thrive in the foreseeable future, and the progvessivic potential of mass media is likely to

remain unrealized.

! Many social scientists distinguish between raamal ethnic groups. In the typical definitions,
ethnic groups are composed of those who share enoaroulture and/or ancestry, whereas
racial groups consist of people who share genéticdierited traits. In the popular culture,
however, minority groups tend to be treated asogiohl categories, regardless of whether they
are racially or ethnically defined; this is partemly true for ethnic groups which are defined as
non-white (Waters 1990). Not surprisingly, then dmestereotypes operate similarly for racial
and ethnic minorities, and the research on mediaastypes does not distinguish in any
significant way between racial and ethnic stereesy@\s a result, our discussion of media
stereotyping treats ethnic and racial minoritieggetber.



