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Introduction

In the realm of representation, paradigms of racialization typically rely on stereotypes, myths, and dominant cultural narratives that construct certain racial groups in certain ways. Yet although the existing clichés have for decades been deconstructed by scholars, the elaboration of stereotypical representations has not been studied diachronically, nor has the responsibility of the American entertainment industry been assessed. My goal in this paper is to try and make better sense of the part played by the entertainment industry not in the creation of race, but in the consolidation of a specific perception of racism supporting an official narrative of racialization that mechanically excludes alternative versions.

To that effect, the corpus under study will consist entirely of Academy-award-winning films, whose impact on narratives of racialization is potentially magnified by the fact they are widely watched and discussed, so that the stories, characters, and themes presented in those mainstream movies can be said to shape public perceptions and attitudes towards race and racial identities. Through the corpus of films under study, a specific component in the dominant narrative of racialization will be explored: the construction of the South of the United States as exceptional compared to the North. Let me state the obvious at the outset: the paradigm of racialization I offered to study is fantasized and contradicted by historiography, so much so that, with Baudrillard, we might refer to this media construction as hyperreal, in the sense that it is more credible to audiences worldwide as a dominant representation than a faithful description of socio-historical reality.

The Larger Framework.

I also wish to make it clear from the outset that this paper forms part of a book project (with Olivier Esteves), part of which I want to put to the test and would greatly appreciate getting feedback on here. In this book, we seek to interrogate how Hollywood, as a powerful cultural industry has actively entrenched, rather than actually created, a triple bias.

Statistical analysis of our corpus of around 120 films evinces a representation strategy that relies on a triple remove, which appears to be even more obvious when the corpus is restricted to Academy award winners exclusively.

Hollywood's construction of a hegemonic racialization paradigm

Of this narrowed-down corpus of 32 films released between 1915 and 2021, 62.5% are set in the South (50% for the larger corpus), 31% in the North and 7% in the West. 62% of films have a White trash character (the percentage is similar for the extended corpus). 82% of films place racism at least 20 years in the past, for an average of 60 years before the film's release date (compared to little more than half the extended corpus).

This brief overview enables me to draw some conclusions about the way Hollywood presents the racialization paradigm that has operated in the United States.

First of all, this racialization paradigm corresponds to a white-black binarism already described by Juan F. Perea (The Black/White Binary Paradigm of Race, 85 Cal. L. Rev. 1213(1997)) and Frank Wu (Yellow: Race in America beyond Black and White), among others, and which this conference proposes to call into question. As a result, we can clearly appreciate the importance of studying Hollywood representations to show the role they play in the constitution of a dominant paradigm, the mechanisms and modes of appearance of which must be examined before they can be deconstructed.

Secondly, the reading grid that the American cultural industry tends to impose is based on a highly unbalanced North-South distribution. In the narrative of the constitution of a racialized American society, the South, and in particular the Deep South, seems to have played a predominant role. Conversely, in this unequal distribution, the North seems either free from problems of racism, or the victim of a racialization that comes from elsewhere. This representation strategy, which we call the Dixie focus, may be the easiest to observe, yet it is but one facet of the film industry's obfuscation of racism in the North of the United States. Indeed, the overwhelming bulk of films tackling the 'American dilemma', to quote Gunnar Myrdal's phrase for the "Negro Problem", 1 rest on at least two other removes.

The second one is an institutional and social class remove, whereby racism is almost always portrayed as stemming from dysfunctional individuals, and not from a system (police forces, education system, real estate market, federal and state-level policies). These individuals, as is shown in To Kill a Mockingbird (1962) with the animal-like Bob Ewell, firmly belong to the White Trash category of characters, 2 thereby buffering all deserving working-class and middleclass movie-goers from any accusation of racism. As character types, they are usually paired with another type of character, the white savior (Atticus Finch in To Kill a Mockingbird). On 1 An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and Modern Democracy, Volume 1 (New York : Routledge, 1995[1944]). This article is solely concerned with the Black-White binary of American racism, hence the reference to the 'American dilemma'. This is why, to give an obvious example, West Side Story (Robert Wise, Jerome Robbins, 1961) is outside the remit of this contribution. 2 Nancy Isenberg has some interesting comments to make on the film and Bob Ewell in White Trash : The 400year Untold History of Class in America (New York : Penguin, 2016), xxv-xxvi, 254-5. this topic, studies by French scholar Claire Dutriaux3 have suggested that the redneck character serves to alleviate the burden of racism borne by southern elites, but no study so far has presented this focus as a strategy aimed at presenting the North and the West Coast as racially progressive by comparison.

Finally, Hollywood's generalized narrative of the establishment of a racial society in the United States borrows the generic traits of the historical film. Racism is thus presented as a problem of the past, which makes it either a legacy from which we still suffer the stigma, or a problem that has long since disappeared or is in the process of disappearing. To give some fairly recent examples, Green Book is a 2018 film about 1962 events, Selma a 2014 film about 1965, and Loving by Jeff Nicholls is a 2016 film about events taking place in 1967. To be sure, the pattern is nothing new: Mississippi Burning was a 1988 production about the Freedom Summer of 1964, and even the iconic To Kill a Mockingbird was released in 1962, but depicts a quaint Alabama town in the early 1930s. This historical remove exposes the role of the Hollywood industry in constructing a discourse of post-racial America. Indeed, what quantitative analysis reveals is that Obama-time glorifications of some 'post-racial America' had themselves been sustained by decades of cinematic production. 4 It is also noteworthy that two recent films on past forms of racism do clearly connect, be it explicitly or implicitly, this past racism to the Trump-time discussion on race and the Black Lives Matter movement. These are If Beale Street Could Talk and BlacKkKlansman, both released in 2018. And it is probably no coincidence that both films were directed by African-American men (Barry Jenkins and Spike Lee).

Qualitative analysis

If we look at the plots and films in detail, we can see that this constitution of an official narrative of racialization, what we might call a Master narrative (Lyotard) or a mythology of racism in the United States (Barthes), we can see the presence of certain recurring motifs. By analyzing them, it is possible to better understand how the official narrative is constituted from the distinctive codes of films about racism in the United States, which make them a kind of sub-genre of the Hollywood industry, as we saw in the previous section, but also from micro-events or recurring motifs that come to characterize the way in which racism against African Americans is exerted in the United States, giving the impression that other forms of racism have never existed and never will. 5In other words, the films sustained the official narrative of racism in the US, thereby precluding the possibility for counter stories6 to emerge, at least until recently with The Trial of the Chicago 7 by Aaron Sorkin (2020) or the 2022 movie The Walk by Daniel Adams, about busing policies in Boston in the 1970s.

I could have cited the scenes involving a bus, in reference to the imagery of the iconic Rosa Parks, or the water fountains, very present in the iconography of segregation. But I chose a more telling example, that of the segregated toilets, which are at the center of recurring narrative threads throughout our films. For lack of time, I'll take two examples (The Help (Tate Taylor, 2011), and Hidden Figures (Theodore Melfi, 2016)), after contextualizing the place of toilets in the iconography of segregation, which will help better understand their role in representing the dynamics of racialization in the United States.

To do so, I draw some arguments an article by Elizabeth Abel, entitled "Bathroom Doors and Drinking Fountains: Jim Crow's Racial Symbolic". As the title suggests, the article lays the groundwork for a study of the racial symbolism of segregation, showing the prevalence of public bathroom doors and drinking fountains in period photographs on this subject.

Abel shows that the iconography of bathroom segregation imbeds in reality the notion that there is a difference between blacks and whites that is tantamount to that between men and women -which Elizabeth Abel describes by recalling that there exists, between gender differences and racial differences, a mutual constitution of various symbolic systems that imitate one another. With this symbolic power in place, it is easier to interpret the overwhelming presence of bathroom doors in photographs that document segregation.

It is worth noting that, as Elizabeth Abel points out, the authors of these photographs taken in the segregated South are not only white, but mostly from the north of the United States.

By selecting bathroom doors to expose their symbolic function and in so doing, by implication, segregation, they themselves are distributing roles. It is the responsibility of the North to open the eyes of the world on a form of racial discrimination that translates into segregation, while racism and segregation are thus relegated to the South.

1.

The " toilets " as symbols of segregation. Hidden Figures.

On the basis of this observation, we can better understand how recent films mobilize the iconic relationship between toilets and segregation in the American South.

Both films undertake to open the eyes of the general public to the seriousness of racial issues in the Southern states. The paratextual rhetoric that accompanies the films indeed joins exposing and visibilization: ("The women you don't know behind the mission you do".), or criticize segregation by turning a testimony into a narrative ("Change begins with a whisper").

Hidden Figures: the title's play on words lays out the film's agenda. Using the pretext of dealing with the figures, i.e. the millions of mathematical operations, that are inherent in putting a spacecraft into orbit, the aim is in fact to disclose the little-known fates of the black female engineers who worked in the shadows to make the project a success. The film takes place in 1962, in Virginia, that is to say before the civil rights acts, mostly on the campus of the Langley Research Center. The context is that of the Space Task Group mission, whose goal is to get ahead of the Russians in the conquest of space, at the height of the Cold War. Here, consequently, the racial question is placed against an ideological background that emerges on two fronts: the space race, which is paramount in affirming American superiority, but also the beginning of another race, of longer duration, still conducted against the USSR, and whose stake is the supremacy of the United States as the country of liberty, while the Soviet rival is the one where there is none. In this context, and as Mary L. Dudziak has shown in Cold War Civil Rights -Race and the Image of American Democracy, ending segregation is on the way to becoming an international relations stake.

In the film, however, this nascent battle is not foregrounded. In fact, the film depicts the parallel trajectories of three black women putting their extraordinary intelligence to work on a project conceived, piloted, and supervised solely by white men in ties, with Katherine Johnson occupying a central place, as evidenced by one of the film's key scenes.

In that scene, Katherine's superior, Harrison, in charge of the project, demands an explanation for her prolonged absence from her workstation. At the beginning of the scene, Katherine is running in the rain to the sound of Pharrell Williams' "I'm sick and tired of runnin'", as if to emphasize how much more effort she has to put into the space race that the United States is engaged in.

Her rush to the office is reminiscent of a scene often featured in movies and TV shows: an employee has slept through his or her alarm clock and must run to get to work as soon as possible. This is underscored by Harrison's question, "Where is she?" which evokes similar circumstances. As is often the case in scenes of this type, the editing provides the answer to the question.

Katharine's colleagues than find out, to their amazement, that it takes Katherine twenty minutes to get to the restroom and 20 minutes to get back to work, because the segregated bathroom is far away. Their surprise points to the inability for white men to understand what is going on, probably because they are unaware of the location of the black only restroom. After all, the own, white only bathroom is in the very same building where they work. The work environment in which the film takes place is thus exposed as an echo chamber, and the construction of the scene invites the viewers to question their own reading of space and even of the material world as determined by white people. Potentially, this reads as a criticism of what Richard Delgado & Jean Stefancic have referred to as the empathic fallacy (the "Mistaken belief that sweeping social reform can be accomplished through speech and incremental victories within the system." (Critical Race theory, an introduction).

The long monologue into which Katharine launches after revealing how distant the segregated bathroom is, indeed, exposes other forms of restricted access that black people suffer from: for instance, she says that she gets her coffee from the thermals that is smaller than the others' because it is different from the larger one from which white people drink. The size of the container points to the smaller number of black people working at Langley compared to white people. The close-up on the two coffee pots placed side-by-side, with only one labelled "colored", makes the metonymy impossible to miss. The use of the close-up makes this detail so obvious that white people's blindness to it is amplified as a result.

Then follows one of the climactic scenes of the film, which has generated sometimes heated debate among viewers and critics. Katharine's boss, Harrison, not only removes the label from the thermos, but immediately sets about tearing down the sign outside the building's bathroom indicating that it is reserved for whites.

Yet though this grand gesture appears to pave the way for disaggregation and perhaps for the civil rights movement, the way in which it fits within the firm's larger narrative pattern evinces some limitations. As is the case every time films or TV shows undertake to give minorities more visibility by representing them, the qualitative dimension should serve to qualify the quantitative dimension. In other words, visibility may be a starting point, but the way in which it is provided is crucial to consider. And in this respect, the film is somewhat lacking.

First, Katherine's plight is exaggerated in her monologue, through clichés that draw a link between segregation and the slavery era. Katherine says she has to walk to Timbuktu to satisfy a natural need (which may be a reference to Marcus Garvey's idea of a return to Africa to escape), and work like a dog day and night without any recognition. On the other hand, Harrison, played by Kevin Costner, behaves in a way that is stereotypical in the context of racially progressive movies. He poses as a hero defending blacks through an act presented as brave, even though it is risk-free, and its significance is no more than symbolic or purely pragmatic: he may just be taking down the white only sign to make his workspace more productive by preventing Katherine, a valuable asset, from wasting her time on the way to the bathroom and back. Besides, his act of desegregation, courageous though it may seem, is not likely to have any consequences beyond the Langley building.

Finally, the film obviously resorts to the white savior trope, which is strengthened by casting Kevin Costner as Harrison. Indeed, white saviorism has become a form of typecasting where Costner is concerned. He played Robin Hood, the rescuer of oppressed people. He played Whitney Houston's bodyguard, the quintessential white man protecting that woman. He was also this exemplar of moral rectitude, Elliott Ness in The Untouchables, which contributes to presenting his gesture here as driven by moral standards. Finally, his role in Dances with Wolves casts him as the apostle of tolerance towards American minorities, whether Native Americans or African Americans are concerned.

More importantly, we would like to add that his gesture can be exposed meta-cinematically as the wrong way of acting on racial issues through a film, in that light Harrison, hidden figures acts on the signifier, i.e. on the domain of representations, rather than on the reality that this representation signifies. Indeed, the film proposes risk-free and inconsequential modes of resistant that appear to be the prerogative of a white savior character. That taking down the sign will have little impact in the long run is highlighted in one of the last shots in the scene, in which it is clear that although the infamous sign has fallen, the unequal distribution of space and access thereto will be allowed to prevail. In a shot reverse shot sequence, the viewer sees first white workers with Costner in the foreground, then the black female workers, still with Costner in the foreground, thus locating him at the interface between two groups of people bound to remain separate.

2.

The Help: taking the idea of home segregation literally.

The Help offers a subtler way of using the symbolic charge of the toilet in the context of a racialization narrative, in line with stronger modalities of resistance that are more likely to prompt real change into existence. Adapted from the novel by Katharine Stockett, the firm provides a fictional version of civil rights in Jackson, Mississippi. The main character, Eugenia "Skeeter" Phelan, is a young white woman who wants to become a journalist. To this end, she sets out to write a book chronicling the living and working conditions of two black maids, Aibileen Clark and Minny Jackson, employed by various white families in the city. Their goal is to denounce the ambient racism, embodied primarily by the character of Hilly Holbrook, who militates for the installation of toilets reserved for black servants in the houses in the neighborhood, in order to avoid, according to her, the propagation of diseases.

One of the film's most striking sequences provides a case of black semantic resistance involving the toilet, which I read as a case of signifying as defined by Henry Louis Gates Jr: the process through which "the relation of signification itself is criticized by a black act of (re)doubling". By emphasizing this play of meaning, the camera thus occupies the position of racial resistance, in an implicit criticism of the predominance of the white gaze.

In this sequence, a maid, Minny Jackson, is fired because, in a thunderstorm, she refused to go out to the coloured bathroom and use one inside the house where she is employed, which is white only. The maid's revenge is shown in the next scene, which will later appear in Skeeter's book: she has prepared a pie filled with her own excrement, which she feeds Hilly before revealing its contents.

The motif of revenge through a pie stuffed with a disgusting mixture, the origin of which is not revealed to the eater until after the first bite, forms part of a narrative tradition to which the film gives a racial dimension: the trope of the anthropophagous pie, which could be renamed coprophagous here (even if the consumption of Minny's excrement can also be seen as a metonymy for the way in which segregation consumes black bodies).

The plot thus recycles a trope initially found in mythical stories of revenge, although revenge here operates by reducing Hilly to a state of barbarism that is in contradiction with the very notion of civilization, a state characterized by cannibalism. For as Norbert Elias suggested, for example, in The Civilization of Morals [1939], disgust is a process of civilization. Through it, a form of social pressure is exerted, which " seeks to 'condition' the members of society in such a way that they no longer feel, in the face of [certain] actions, anything but negative emotions, displeasure, repugnance, embarrassment." By forcing another to do something disgusting, one thus provokes in them a setback in civilizational mechanisms. The narrative segment which involves the pie shows that coprophagia, even forced, de facto excludes its author from civilized societies. The ironic or even comic distancing of this tragic device shows, on the other hand, the strength of second degree, which places the author at an even higher level of acculturation, and thus, in a way, of civilization.

Such is indeed the meaning of what occurs in the scene, through the parodic resignifying of one of the tropes of Western culture. In a way similar to the pun between coats and commodes, here a discrepancy between the displayed content of the pie and its actual content gives its full meaning to the maid's act of resistance. By firing Minny for her use of the bathroom, Hilly has punished her for bringing a black body into a whites-only environment.

The act of revenge makes the intrusion literal: the black body, since it is treated as shit, will in turn invade the whites-only space at the most intimate level,by being ingested. Through this act, which ridicules the victim of the trick, the toilets are used to send their symbolic charge back to the sender: guilty of having wanted to isolate the blacks even more in reserved spaces, Hilly will herself be isolated, through her repugnant though involuntary act, from the whole community, blacks and whites alike.

Conclusion. Towards a paradigm shift?

More than its presence in a large number of films, which makes it a sort of generic cliché, it is the trajectory of the toilet motif that is most interesting. At first a symbol of segregation, it then becomes the object of a symbolic hijacking that acts as an act of resistance against racism erected as a system. But we can see that this misappropriation does not have the same impact when it is carried out by a white savior character, via an iconoclastic individual act (the sign "toilets for colored people", which has become an icon of segregation, is abolished so as to pretend to put an end to segregation), or when it is the object of a decentering of perspective, of a reappropriation by the population of color which does not need the help of any white man, but which recycles the codes of signifying, that is to say of the diverting of white semantic (or here semiotic) constructions by Black people. The evolution of this visual symbol in films on racial issues is not over, but these few films suggest that true desegregation cannot be achieved simply by destroying symbols, but that it must be achieved through strategies of reappropriation by diverting the meaning that centuries of the pre-eminence of the white gaze have bestowed on them, including by means of an imaginary of segregation congealed in an iconography that is both photographic and cinematographic.

It also points to a paradigm shifts in narratives of racialization that deal with racism in the US that consists of a call for the appropriation of representations of race which may be achieved directly through a form of visual sovereignty as African-American filmmakers direct movies about racism in the US, but also and more interestingly reflexively. Indeed, the construction of representations is always situated, and films such as The Help show that African-Americans should be in the position of directing the gaze from the inside of narratives rather than just from the outside as filmmakers, thereby decentring the white gaze and managing to appropriate Western tropes, and then in turn deconstruct dominant representations and provide new ones. Other recent films and events this reflexive turn in films about racism, which will be covered in the book (Django Unchained by Tarantino, 2012, or BlacKkKlansman by Spike Lee, 2018, to name two obvious examples).
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