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Some Advice/A Suggestion
•Maybe you are in Psychology or Education, but have 
you ever thought of doing some research on a film or 
TV series, etc.? 

•Team up with media scholar or on your own.

•Consider working media studies into your research...
– Analysis of a media text (films, TV program, etc.)
– An effects study of films Text

Text



Some More Advice
• Be cautious of CFP or journal not clear on what they 

want.
o Especially if they are doing something new.
o You'll be spending more time re-writing the paper.

• Be cautious of editors saying "Don't question the 
reviewers."
o This is counter to basic academic principles.

• Be cautious of tangential comments.
o Reviewers wanting to put in own unrelated 

observations.
• Be cautious of writing a paper just for one journal.

o Have other outlets. Have back up plans.
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Comment from bell hooks

• “It’s fine for black men to kill as many white 
women as they want, but they can't be seen 
having sex with them, and they really can't be 
seen loving them.” She then asks: “Who is this 
a taboo for? There is not a taboo for regular 
people. It’s just a taboo for people in Hollywood 
who are shaping these images.”



According to hooks

• “[w]hether we like it or not, cinema assumes a 
pedagogical role in the lives of many people. It may 
not be the intent of a filmmaker to teach audiences 
anything, but that does not mean that lessons are not 
learned.”



But wait, he was 60, she was 29…

• In a 1997 interview, author James Patterson: “age 
difference between Morgan and Ashley Judd that 
would make it inappropriate.”

• But, what about other May/December film romances?
• Also, long before casting, in 1995, the producer  

declared that there would be “no love affair” in the 
film: “Whatever takes place in that regard will happen 
after the movie is over – and the audience can take 
the action wherever they want.”

But wait, he was 60, she was 29…

• Also… “[n]o Hollywood insider really wants to publicly 
disclose the role white supremacist thinking plays in 
casting” (hooks 73). Patterson’s claim that the 
missing romance was because of age difference may 
lead one to ask why cast Freeman?  Which came 
first: the desire to exclude the romance or the casting 
choice? 

• Even Patterson acknowledges the role that a racist 
ideology can play in casting, revealing in an interview 
that “[o]ne studio who talked about optioning the 
rights [to Kiss the Girls] wanted to make Alex Cross 
white.”

There’s a history.



Traits Applied to People of Color in Film/TV

Intellectual Traits Moral Traits

Preoccupied with simple ideas Low regard for human life

Inferior strategy in conflict 
situations

Criminal behavior

Low or nonexistent occupational 
status

Sexual promiscuity

Poor speech patterns/dialect Drug/alcohol abuse

Comedic foil Dishonesty

(Wilson, et.al, 2003)
Spot these traits in Kiss the Girls?

Bogle’s 5 6 Stereotypes (’73 & ’90)

1. The servile “Tom,”
2. The simple-minded “coon,”
3. The tragic mulatto, 
4. The fat, dark-skinned “mammy,” and 
5. The hypersexual male “buck”
6. The asexual sidekick of the 1980s

Spot these stereotypes in Kiss the Girls?

So, no stereotypes.  Good then?



Beyond Stereotypes…

• Focusing on stereotypes draws our attention away 
from “the more significant questions around what kind 
of narrative or ideological work that type is meant to 
perform.”

• The spot-the-stereotype approach is useful, but other 
key questions may be missed: If no stereotypical 
traits or roles are found in a film, does this mean that 
the film is racism free? 

• Hooks: “merely putting black characters in a film does 
not assure that the work acts, whether covertly or 
overtly, to undermine racism.”

Hollywood’s “Strategies of Containment”

1. Be “suspicious of a naive integrationism, which 
simply inserts new heroes and heroines . . . drawn 
from the ranks of the oppressed.” (Similar to the 
“Tom”)

2. Look for the isolation of the black character from 
“other Blacks or any referent to the Black world.”

3. Look for when “the black male body is offered as 
heroic only when it is contained by a lack of 
sexuality or action, isolation from a black community 
or class.”

4. “[t]hese films present racial difference . . . the white 
hero’s ultimate acceptance of his black sidekick 
neutralises rather than explores issues of race.”
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INCLUDE MY PHOTOGRAPHY and note it in 
presentation.

© William Hart



Enter Alex Cross
• In the novel, we are introduced to Alex Cross 

dealing with the death of a boy from his D.C. 
neighborhood who has committed suicide. 

• In the film version we are first introduced to Alex 
Cross coaching boxing to young boys (mostly 
black) in a Washington, DC, gym with a John Lee 
Hooker song playing in the background.

• Stereotypically-laced opening scene: using sports 
and music (in this case boxing and the blues) as 
signifiers of blackness.

© William Hart



Missing White Girl Syndrome

Missing White Girl Syndrome

• In the novel, Cross returns home, Sampson with him, 
to find that his sister, his grandmother, and other 
relatives have more bad news: his niece Naomi, a 
law student at Duke University in Durham, North 
Carolina, has been missing for four days. Cross’s 
sister does not understand why it took the Durham 
police so long to contact the family; 

• In the film, the “four days” between Naomi’s 
disappearance and the family’s notification is 
mentioned in the film but the possibility of the delay 
being related to her race is not mentioned.



© William Hart

Martians and the New South

• In the novel, Cross and Sampson travel to Durham. 
Cross and Sampson express their own apprehension 
about being in the South: “Feel like we just landed on 
Mars,” Sampson says, continuing, “Don’t like the 
feeling I get from the Martians. Don’t like their beady 
little Martian eyes. Don’t think I like the new South”
(52).



The Meaning of Waiting

• In both the novel and the film, Cross (and Sampson 
in the novel) are kept waiting over an hour (two hours 
in the film) before seeing detectives.

• Nicholas Rombes observes that the film “doesn’t 
know how to represent racism, so it instead offers a 
prototype of racism, a kind of second-order racism 
whose short hand includes a white police officer 
asking Alex Cross to wait…”

• Any implicit race issue here is thus dealt with 
nonverbally, essentially silenced, presented so subtly 
as to allow for ambiguity: was Cross kept waiting 
because he is black, or were Durham police busily 
working on this terrifying case of multiple 
kidnappings? 

Florence

• Cross asks Florence, Naomi’s friend, why she thinks 
the Durham police were slow in responding to his 
niece’s disappearance, and without any hesitation 
Campbell replies, “The Durham police, the FBI, they 
don’t care about us as much as they do about the 
white women.” She goes on: “Frantz Fanon argued 
that racist superstructures are permanently 
embedded in the psychology, economy, and culture 
of our society. I believe that, too.” Impressed with 
Campbell Florence, Cross tells her that he could use 
her help because he too is “resisting a superstructure
down here in Durham” (111). 



Seth, Basketball and Rap

• In the film, Cross first finds Seth, Naomi’s boyfriend, 
playing a rough game of basketball with rap music 
playing in the background. Seth and one of his black 
opponents get in a fight. Two white players pull them 
apart as Cross looks on. 

• Sports and music again as signifiers of blackness.

Seth, Miles Davis & Dexter Gordan

• In the novel, Seth’s apartment is described as having 
Arrested Development and Ice-T posters on the 
walls. 

• In the film, Cross follows Seth back to his apartment 
where there are posters on the wall of Miles Davis 
and Dexter Gordon. A close examination of the scene 
reveals too a photograph of Muhammad Ali, another 
poster of the Black Power salutes during the 1968 
Olympics, and, directly behind Seth, a poster of a 
large crowd of people on the Washington Mall that 
says “Million Man March.”



Seth, Miles Davis & Dexter Gordan

Seth, Miles Davis & Dexter Gordan

• The Ice-T poster in the novel could not be missed by 
the reader since the poster’s message is literally 
spelled out. As Linda Seger points out, “the 
cinematographer might show the exact same detail 
[discussed in a novel], but there is not the 
explanation with it to help us understand its deeper 
symbolic meaning” (18). In the film, all of this 
background might easily be missed by an 
unobservant viewer who is merely focused on the two 
characters speaking and not noticing scenery details 
like posters and photographs. In this scene, race is 
literally moved to the background.



Enter Kate

Interracial Romance 
Missing in the Film

Illicit & Forced Sex 
by White Men with Black Women

• While the film is reluctant to show a romance 
between Cross and Kate, the film does include white 
men having illicit or forced sex with black women.

1.Duke professor who studies erotica is questioned 
about the case. The professor refers to having sex 
with Cross’s niece. 

2.Near the end of the film one of the kidnappers 
approaches Naomi in a trespassing way and in 
doing so caresses her breast and then kisses her. 
Covered later.



Racially Profiled

• In novel, while investigating in Chapel Hill, Cross and 
Sampson are pulled over by police. Cross reports 
during this scene, “I thought I knew what was 
happening, and it made me incredibly angry. 
Sampson and I were ‘suspects.’ Why were we 
suspects? … ” (325). Sampson and Cross easily get 
the upper hand on these less experienced officers. 
Once the police are disarmed and subdued, 
Sampson asks, “How many brothers you pull that shit 
on? How many young men you call ‘homes’ and 
humiliate like that?  – like you might fuckin’
understand what their life is about. Makes me sick”
(326). 



“Blood & Bones of My Ancestors”

• In the novel as Cross and Sampson search the land 
that comprised a large plantation, Cross 
contemplates the historical past of this region, noting 
that he can “feel the blood and bones of the slaves as 
I stood before the disturbing ruins of the old tobacco 
farm. . . . Blood and bones of my ancestors. That was 
a powerful, almost overwhelming, notion: to walk 
where slaves were once held captive for years. No 
one ever came to rescue them. No one cared. No 
detectives back then went looking for human 
monsters who stole entire black families from        
their homes” (383–84). 

Climax in Novel
• In both the novel and the film, Naomi is rescued, but 

Casanova escapes.
• In the novel, Kate and Alex go to Nags Head.
• “There were still two mysteries that had to be solved, 

or at least dealt with in a better way. There was the 
mystery of Casanova, and who he was. And there 
was the one featuring Kate and myself” (435).  At the 
beach, their romantic relationship finally moves to 
actual lovemaking. In the middle of this development, 
however, Casanova arrives and after a struggle 
Casanova is killed.

• In the film, Alex and Kate do not go to Nags Head 
and do not have the romantic encounter.



Climax in Film
• Casanova finds Kate alone at home and after a fight, 

he threatens to blow up the kitchen with a lighter. The 
kitchen has been filling with gas. Just in time, Cross 
arrives.  Casanova taunts Cross, talking about the 
ten days he spent with Cross’s niece, his “brown 
sugar,” and the things he did to her – a third instance 
of the filmmakers including reference to forced 

interracial sex. 

Conclusion
• Clearly race and racial issues are themes 

constructively explored in the Patterson novel, but 
are missing in the film.  By excluding these themes in 
the film the filmmakers help build on a hegemonic 
view that serves one group over another.  There is a 
danger in filmmaking, as highlighted by hooks, race 
matters in film and films that have ideological content, 
can negatively shape audiences and thereby our 
culture: 

• Hooks: “[w]hether we like it or not, cinema assumes a 
pedagogical role in the lives of many people. It may 
not be the intent of a filmmaker to teach audiences 
anything, but that does not mean that lessons are not 
learned.”
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