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Numerous scholarly analyses have examined the representations of race and ethnicity in the
Western media (Hall 1997; Macdonald 2011; Poole 2002; Poole and Richardson 2006). Most
of these studies draw our attention to how the ‘inferior’ Other is depicted by ‘superior’
Western agents, and to the imbalances of power that underpin those portrayals. For instance,
according to Hall (1997), the use of binary opposites such as ‘good” and ‘evil’, or ‘civilised’
and ‘uncivilised’, has its roots in (post)colonial relations of power. In a similar vein, Said
(1978) states that the inclusion of certain cultural forms, and the exclusion of others, is
explained by the orientalist notion that European identity is superior to all non-European
cultures, which are presented as backward and dependent. The postcolonial background to
these practices, however, is usually only implicit in media analyses, rather than explicitly
developed as the framework within which these representations are produced (Sanz Sabido
2013).

In addition, most academic work in Postcolonial Studies has focused on literary works, while
overlooking media representations and, more broadly, media production. Yet, if we consider
the fact that postcolonialism involves ‘a whole theoretical or ideological agenda’ which is
‘far from historically or politically innocent’ (Eagleton 1998, 125), then media outputs
provide suitable material for the analysis of the postcolonial agenda. In this respect, Brunt
and Cere (2011) argue that Britain’s role as the colonial ‘centre’ is strongly intertwined with
British contemporary media cultures, so media production in Britain must be analysed by
taking into account the postcolonial power structures that continue to shape it.

This special issue is concerned with the analysis of representations which are underpinned by
postcolonial relations of power. Through the analysis of films, television programmes, news
articles, magazines and murals, the following papers explore the connections between
contemporary cultural and media outputs and postcolonial legacies. However, media and
cultural contexts are not solely defined by postcolonialism, but also by commercial
imperatives that are primarily concerned with what can be sold, read and/or viewed the most.
The postcolonial, therefore, cannot be viewed separately from commercial forms of
communication, or from capitalism and the patriarchal order, which also determine (and are
constituted by) unequal power relations between gendered subjects.

Pawling (2011) makes this point forcibly when he argues that the mass media play a vital role
in the dissemination of Western versions of freedom and democracy, as well as in the
formation of the human subject itself. Referring to major media organisations, such as Rupert
Murdoch’s News Corporation, Pawling states that ‘an Anglo-American version of political
reality is presented as the only “rational” basis for interpretation and action’ (2011, 143). This
version of reality is inherently orientalist and, consequently, Postcolonial Studies should not
only be concerned with the study of literary works, but also with the media.

The postcolonial ‘ideological agenda’ and ‘lack of innocence’, to use Eagleton’s expressions,
must therefore be understood as the maintenance of financial channels of domination
(through the control of key economic resources) and through military interventions. Referring
particularly to the ‘war on terror’, Krishna (2009) points out that recent conflicts which have



sought to foment a ‘narrow notion of patriotism and cement existing hierarchies in the world
order’ (163) should also be considered in terms of the postcolonial. More specifically, he
argues that the ‘war on terror’ is fundamentally an orientalist conflict, as it is based on the
principle that some nation-states are still eager to promote their superiority over ‘the Rest’,
represented in this particular case by the Islamic ‘threat’ (172). In this respect, ‘colonialism is
not just political imposition and economic exploitation but a form of violent planetary
consciousness that afflicts us all collectively’ (172).

The analysis of media representations of race and ethnicity, and the multiple perspectives
from which these studies can be approached, has created, therefore, a vibrant field of
scholarly research. This was confirmed by the overwhelming response to this edition’s call
for papers. The articles in this collection also engage closely with understandings of the past,
either by the explicit or implicit use of a (post)colonial framework, or through other
methodological and theoretical formulations. The result is a collection of papers which, based
on doctoral research by PhD candidates and recent PhD graduates, contribute original
knowledge to the field.

The first two articles deal with practices of classification which are a product of, and are
characterised by, the postcolonial relations described above. In ‘Italian-Americans’ contested
whiteness in early cinematic melodrama’, Valerio Coladonato explores the use of
categorisations to distinguish between different racial ‘types’ in American melodramatic
representations of Italian-Americans. Coladonato discusses how, in order to accommodate the
need of cheap immigrant labour while maintaining the purity of the ‘white’ (e.g. Anglo-
American) core of society, Italian-Americans were only provided with ‘probationary
whiteness” and were deemed as racially inferior. In his article ‘Racialised body
modifications: framing genital mutilation, cosmetic surgery and gender assignment surgery’,
Mathis Danelzik also pays attention to the inconsistencies that exist in the linguistic
categorisation of different practices of genital modifications, which may be described as
‘mutilation’ or as ‘cosmetic surgery’ depending on their racial framing and the degree of
rationality that is assumed in each case. Danelzik focuses particularly on Western
representations of female genital modifications in Western and African contexts. In the
following article, ‘Othering Racialised Femininity in Hip-Hop Journalism’, Barbara Anna
Panuzzo also draws upon the postcolonial representation of women, examining the ways in
which the editorial agendas of the hip-hop press produce gender and race-specific discourses
of the ‘Other’ (in this case, female hip-hop artists). Panuzzo argues that articulations of
identity in hip-hop journalism are rooted in the fetishisation of the Black female body.

Representing interdisciplinary approaches to the analysis of media and ethnicity in media and
popular culture, Laura Aguiar and Stephen Bennett draw upon the concept of ‘collective
memory’ in postcolonial contexts. First, Laura Aguiar’s article ““Look what we have gone
through”: representation and memory in the Bogside murals in Northern Ireland’ examines
how The People’s Gallery in Derry ‘remember’ the Troubles, what stories are included or
excluded, how ‘Us’ and ‘Them’ are portrayed, and how the depiction of the past relates to the
present. In ‘The Othering of Palestinians in film: Munich (2006) and Waltz with Bashir
(2009)°, Stephen Bennett combines the concept of ‘collective memory’ with elements of
critical race theory, in order to examine the problematic aspects of modern film
representations of Arabs in the Arab-Israeli conflict. Bennett points out how film provides a
popular medium through which Palestinians are actively Othered, sometimes even in films
that have set out to upend dominant narratives.



The final two articles provide alternative analyses of representations of the Other. While most
recent studies of representations of Muslims take into account the attacks of September 11
and July 7, Matt Atkinson’s article, ‘Binary representations: British press reporting of the
Muslim/Asian Other outside the context of terrorism (1989-2007)’, explores the ways in
which the coverage of the Muslim Other has changed over time by examining three case
studies (the Satanic Verses incident of 1989, the Bradford Riots of 2001, and the Gillian
Gibbons incident of 2007). Atkinson’s findings suggest that the representation of Muslims
may, in fact, have become more positive at some points between 1989 and 2007, although the
need to reconcile the terrorist Other with Britain’s multiculturalism has led to a duality in the
British coverage of Muslims, meaning that Muslims can only ever be ‘good’ or ‘bad’. The
special issue concludes with Michael Ahmed’s ““Who is Sir Curtis Seretse?”: A re-evaluation
of black representation in sixties British television’. Ahmed re-evaluates the significance of
Sir Curtis Seretse, a black character from the 1960s television series Department S (ITV,
1969-70), pointing out that his appearance on prime time television, at a time when black
performers in the media were invariably confined to little more than token characters, is
worthy of further academic attention. Indeed, most academic analyses of representations of
race and ethnicity focus on the negative depiction of the Other. However, Ahmed argues that
the study of characters such as Seretse makes a significant contribution to these debates.
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