Content Warning: Images depicting racist scenes and violence. 
This assignment will critically reflect on three images depicting how black people are [mis]interpreted in society. It defines what is race and uses examples from The Birth of Nation (1915), the murder of George Floyd (2020), and the film poster for Black Panther (2018), to engage and frame the discussion. I chose these three images as for me it reflects the systemic racism in society, on the other hand, it also illustrates how black people’s representation has changed in the media. Race is a complex, multidimensional social construct (Glasgow, Haslanger, Jeffers and Spencer, 2019). In this assignment I use the terms black people and white people. Black people are defined as a racialised classification of people with a mid to dark complexion (Smith, 1992). It should be noted that indigenous African societies do not use the term black (ibid.) to describe themselves. Therefore, the categorisation of black is a westernised concept (ibid).  White people are defined as a racialised classification of people with light skin (ibid.) it was heavily favoured in scientific communities in the 18th and 19th centuries, leading to scientific racism (Ellis, 2018). 

African and Afro-American men have historically been portrayed as uncivilised, rapists and corrupt whiteness (Smily and Fakunle, 2016) often othering their existence as subnormal (Palmer and Pitts, 2006). The portrayal of these images has varied over time but the narrative of black men being violent remains to this day (ibid.). Fanon (1952) suggests that the black person is a crucified person meaning that the identity of Black People have been stripped of their existence and being (ibid.). Furthermore, unlike Sartre (1969) who suggests that people live in bad faith, Fanon (1967, p. 138) argues that ‘the white man is not only “the Other”, but also the master, whether real or imaginary’. Additionally, this creates a feeling of guilt in the black population without understanding what crime they have committed (ibid.). 

The image below illustrates how black men were represented in the infamous film 'The Birth of a Nation’ (1916). The film was praised for its innovative filmography (Lennard, 2015) but is controversial owing to its overt racism (Nachbar, Grogg, Marsden, Edegerton, 2019), in fact it has been called the most racist film of all time (Slide, 2004). The film was published when racial segregation still existed in the United States of America  under the Jim Crow law (Tischauser, 2012) and lynchings by the Klu Klux Klan were common (ibid.). This film recreates the narrative of superiority of one race over another, white people over black people (Gallagher, 2011) and magnified the insecurities the Southern States had, which was the fear of racial equality (Goldfield, 1990). Furthermore, this film was a produce of American culture and formed on the notion and conformity to white ideals (Littlefield,  2008). Moreover, the actor playing Gus is a white man who painted himself as black, this could illustrate that black people were not good enough to represent themselves (Gallagher, 2011). Additionally, this could infer that white people were the only race to be able to be represented in the media (ibid.). Owing to the United States of America being segregated, films such as the Birth of a Nation was the only insight white Americans had of black people, this caused harmful depictions (ibid.). 

All of this contribute to the white gaze (Pailey, 2020). The white gaze is a theory which explores the notion that whiteness is always right and assumes that white people have political, economical and socio-cultural power (ibid.). Or to put it in another way ‘the privilege of seeing without being seen’ (Sartre and MacCombie, 1964, p. 13). The white gaze continues to be redeveloped and reproduced in society (Pailey, 2020). Mills (1997) suggests that white supremacy is an invisible political movement that has informed the way in which we see race. This form of racial social contracting is ‘enforced through violence and ideological conditioning’ (Mills, 1997, p.81).  To summarise this image, it enforces the notion that white people are superior (Pailey, 2020), it Others black people, deprives them of their identity (Fanon, 1967) and overtly reproduces an unequal racial social contract (Mills, 1997). 

Image 1: A still picture depicting Hooded Klansmen catching former plantation hand Gus in a scene from The Birth of a Nation
[image: ]
(Griffith, 1915).

George Floyd, a black man was killed by a white police officer in the United States of America on the 25th May 2020.  I chose this image as echoes the same racist undertones and racial oppression as the ‘Birth of a Nation’, however there were strikingly different responses. This horrific murder was captured via the media and the image below was circulated across news and social media outlets (Barrie, 2020). Prompting mass demonstrations across the world against racist violence (ibid.) spearheaded by Black Lives Matter (ibid.). This was not an isolated incident, as many black people have been murdered by the police (Edwards, Lee, Esposito, 2019). The police can be seen as systematic racist, this is presented either consciously or unconsciously (Macpherson Report, 1999). The threat hypothesis proposes that the police is a political instrument to supress minorities and keep the hegemonic white elite in power (Smith and Holmes, 2014). Furthermore, Liska, Lawrence and Benson (1981), suggests that white people fear black people will commit crimes. Moreover, the police may interpret black poor people directly threatening their wellbeing (Holmes, 2000; Liska and Yu, 1992) and Black young men have been labelled as criminal (Gilroy, 2002). Therefore, the police are more likely to engage with implementing coercive control to protect themselves and the white community (Jackson and Carroll, 1981; Liska and Yu, 1992). This informal coercive control creates the conditions and encourages the reproduction of inequality (Holmes, 2000). It is not surprising that minority groups do not trust the police and see them as a hegemonic oppressive power (Smith-Lee and Robinson, 2019). Additionally, using Cohen’s (1955) theory on Cultural Values as a paradigm, black men have fewer opportunities to succeed, often due to a lack of cultural deprivation. This can create status frustration (ibid.). Combining this with the threat hypothesis and the hegemonic suppression of black people, for me it clearly illustrates the oppression black people face. 

It should be noted that the murder of George Floyd has galvanised anti-racist movements across  the world. The two main campaigns being Black Lives Matter and take the knee across the world. The take the knee campaign was inspired by Martin Luther King who took the knee to pray with anti-racist protestors (Abedi, 2017). Black Lives Matter has continued to raise awareness of Black people’s experiences in a white hegemonic society (Barrie, 2020). Despite this there is a fear that people have become desensitised to the murder of black people (William and Clarke, 2019).  Furthermore, a large backlash against Black Lives Matter has occurred including the All-Lives Matter and Blue Lives Matter movements (Edgar and Johnson, 2018). In fact, in some countries there has been a movement to label the Black Lives Matter movement as a hate group (BBC, 2020). In my opinion this could lead to a change of narrative about Black Lives Matter where the movement will be viewed as an agitator group and not one which is based on liberation. 

The black lives matter and take the knee campaigns are in sharp contrast to how people received the Birth of a Nation film. In fact, in my hometown of Northallerton with a population below 25,000 people and a small minority of black people, there was a protest to show support for the family of George Floyd and to voice against police brutality. 

Image 2: George Floyd I can’t breathe

[image: Police officer Derek Chauvin stares into the camera as he kneels on the neck of George Floyd, who is lying on his stomach on the street.]


(Frazier, 2020).

The final image I chose to present is the Black Panther Film Poster. For me, this poster illustrates Black Empowerment and how it contrasts against both the Birth of a Nation and the murder of George Floyd. The Black Panther film has traits of Afro-Futurism (Strong and Chaplin, 2019), which is a multimodal term to describe sci-fi films that put Black people at the centre and core of the film (ibid.), it is often portrayed from a Black Person lens (ibid.). Additionally, the film is based on a comic book by the same name (Lee, 1966). The Black Panther superhero is a role model for Africans, Afro-Americans, and helps to challenge the stereotypes of black people (Fendler, 2018). Often this can lead to deeper understanding and a model for people to follow (ibid.). For me, Black Panther illustrates the disruption of the hegemonic whiteness of the superhero in western culture. The film was highly appreciated for having strong authentic black people in the film. However, despite its Afro-Futurism traits it can be argued that the film exploits black culture and is westernised in its approach (Keeling, 2019), especially the commoditisation of black narratives (ibid.).

The film presents the African Continent as poor and in need for constant aid (Robinson and Neumann, 2018). The main city in Black Panther is Wakanda which was never colonialised by western powers, it illustrates and presented as a country that is prosperous and technically advanced (ibid.), often mistakenly not associated with African Countries (ibid.) by people in the west. The film challenges western people like myself to engage with the historical geopolitics and how they shaped and moulded black people’s experiences in this world. This is clearly presented with the scene by Killmonger in his interaction with the curator of the museum, who was a white woman, in which she suggested that the Wakandan artefact was a mysterious ancient African object. This places a colonial perspective about Africa which expresses the notion that African Countries are backward (ibid.). 

Furthermore, the structure of Wakanda, although forward thinking in terms of women having high status it is still very much based on western patriarchal ideals, for example the leader is a male King (Marco, 2018). In the film women are presented as exceptional (ibid.). Ahmed (2017, p. 21) states ‘we learn about the feminist cause by the bother it causes; by how feminism comes up in public culture as a site of disturbance’. The women in the Wakanda film are read as disruptive forces in a heteronormative patriarchal society (ibid). One of the most striking disruptions for me is the all-woman army who is led by a strong independent woman (ibid.). However, despite all these strong women characters we never learn why there is a woman only army. For me the film challenges patriarchy by disrupting it but does not explore further about this. 

Image 3: Black Panther Film Poster
[image: Black Panther] (Marvel, 2018)

On one hand you have the two similar images of black oppression, these being a scene from the Birth of a Nation and the murder of George Floyd, on the other hand, one image illustrates Black empowerment. These images for me show how black people’s lives have changed and how they are interpreted in the media. Comparing all these images they illustrate  othering which is a process of creating an in-group and an out-group (Taijfel, 1978). In the United States of America, this created a power structure with white western European people of descent at the top and anyone else as other (Sivanandan, 1973). The dominant group imposes their perception of the other group creating bias which is reinforced throughout the generations (Morrison, Fast, Ybarra, 2009). This creates structural and systemic barriers that black people face (ibid.). Othering is synonymous with Simone De Beauvoir (1949), who was heavily influenced by Hegel’s master/slave dialectic (2018). The master/dialectic theory explores how the domination of one group over another will breakdown, leading to an equal system. However, it should be noted that Hegel held racist views (Mollendorf, 1992). Nevertheless, Hegel’s exploration of the truth led to him declaring universal suffrage and justice (ibid.). Yet, despite this caveat, the master/slave dialectic is steeped in colonialization oppression (ibid.). This is because Hegel believed that black people had a dormant dialectic (ibid.), meaning that black people are stuck in nature and cannot engage with the dialectical process towards self-consciousness (ibid.). Nonetheless anti-colonialist theorists suggest as Fanon (1967), expanded on Hegel’s theory by refuting the racist undertones and instead engaged with a pluralistic culture of Africans embracing the notion to ‘arrive at the universal, one must immerse oneself in the particular’ (Nesbitt, 2003, p. 120). Linking to the images of Birth of a Nation and the murder of George Floyd, the master/slave dialectic illustrates how black people are othered and could be seen as inferior, deviant and criminal. The imagery from Birth of a Nation and George Floyd is over one hundred years apart and for me is striking that the images are similar. However, The Black Panther film aims to immerse people into the particular and create a representation of black people as exceptional who have broken out of the trap of being a black person as defined by western society (Fanon, 1967).  

To conclude, this assignment has critically reflected on three images, an image from the Birth of a Nation, an image of the murder of George Floyd and finally the Black Panther film poster (2018).  Black men have been misrepresented in society as violent, rapist and corrupt whiteness this is because western society holds the hegemonic power. This power controls black people’s opportunities, how they are represented in the media and how the police interact with black people. Different theories were discussed such as the white gaze, othering, the threat hypothesis, and black exceptionalism. To truly change the lives of Black People we will need to deconstruct the hegemonic white power, enable black exceptionalism and move towards a more equal world. 
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