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Media Representation, How Far To Go?

How many iconic, ground-breaking movies and TV shows have we had the honor of watching in the past decade? For as long as we can remem-
ber, we have been spending away our free time enjoying different forms of media. Especially with the growth of streaming platforms, which only
accelerated since the beginning of the pandemic, TV shows or movies have generally been our media of choice. And more often than not, these
forms of media follow protagonists we can connect with and relate to. In fact, the relatability of the characters is a huge selling factor for a great

number of shows.

Yet somehow, the lack of diversity still remains a huge issue, now more than ever. Of course, it is not to say there has been no progress. Rather,
the problems which had previously been unrecognized are now coming to the surface thanks to the progress we have made so far. According to
a study conducted by UCLA, titled “Hollywood Diversity Report 2022", the percentage of 2021's top 200 films starring people of color as the lead
has nearly quadrupled since 2011. Furthermore, women accounted for 47.2% of film leads in 2021, which is near twice the amount in 2011, which

was 25.6%. It seems that the matter of representation in media has now been rightfully brought to the attention of the film industry.

To understand the importance of representation better, it is necessary to understand what representation means. The BBC defines representa-
tion as "how media texts deal with and present gender, age, ethnicity, national and regional identity, social issues and events to an audience”. In
a narrower definition more specific to movies and TV shows, it typically means the way the media translates real-life aspects into its characters,
settings, and scenarios. This concept is closely intertwined with diversity in media, which generally refers to the depiction of various groups of

people in media. In other words, if a show has a main cast of actors that are from varying backgrounds, it would be called diverse.

How media shapes our worldview is very apparent. For instance, people of color are often depicted as poverty-stricken and as outlaws, while the
cops that deal with them are overwhelmingly white. This undoubtedly leads to enforcing the audience’s previously existing misconceptions which
make them subconsciously judge actual people of color around them based on those stereotypes. This is actually a serious issue impacting our
lives. Recent research has found that exposure to the media portrayal of something as seemingly innocent as Disney princesses or superheroes
influences children’s gender stereotypes significantly. These issues have become much more real and serious in the past few years, alongside the

rise of mass media.

This is exactly why the new The Little Mermaid movie is bringing on a lot of controversies right
now. Should we value the diverse representation of marginalized communities over the famili-
arity and nostalgia for the original animation? There's another compelling argument for why it
wasn't a great idea to cast a black actress for the role — as a newly turned human, Ariel has to
learn to fit into the "human society”. During these scenes, she exhibits behaviors that can be de-
By scribed as uncivilized or primitive. Who helps her overcome that is — you guessed it, the prince;

T{ [ [ ITTL I_ -{EBU_] a white man. Even so, a huge number of young black girls are excited to see their favorite Disney

princess resembling them. After all, there is no reason a mermaid, a mythical creature, should

be of any specific race. There are also people saying that this is just a fictional character and her
skin color means nothing and is utterly unimportant to the movie. So which is it? Is this new movie problematic? Or is it important step towards

inclusivity? The internet seems unable to decide.

Media truly is a double-edged sword. It enables us to indirectly experience the lives of people in completely different situations from us, but it
also strengthens the current societal prejudices. We, as the audience, have the responsibility to stay critical of the media we consume. Of course,
analyzing and intensely studying everything we watch would be tiresome and simply not much fun, which is why the role of the creators of the
media is so important. It is the creators’ duty to be cautious when approaching themes that may encourage bigotry. When utilized correctly, media
representation will play a key role in making sure the voices of minorities in our society are heard. The next time you watch a movie, take some
time to note what aspects of “good representation” it incorporates into the story, and ways it could have been done better. Just like that, you have

contributed to changing the world into an easier place to live in.
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