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Abstract: Media stereotypes have been a persistent concern in media and com-
munication studies, especially in the context of mediated images of cultural and
national others. This paper discusses Gumpert and Cathart’s seminal 1983 contribu-
tion on the topic. Influenced by the field of social psychology, the authors empha-
sised the embeddedness of media stereotypes in social interaction and interper-
sonal communication. They also highlighted how the media perpetuate stereotypes
by emphasising cultural differences. Evaluating Gumpert and Cathart’s analytical
framework more than forty years later, this paper argues that little has changed in
terms of media stereotypes, despite advances in technology and diversity in rep-
resentations.
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Media stereotypes have been a persistent concern in media and communication
studies, and a particularly pertinent one in the context of mediated globalisation
and the current influx of images of foreigners in international news and social
media platforms alike. It is this context of globalised communication that Gumpert
and Cathcart take as a starting point in their discussion of media stereotypes. In
their article titled “Media stereotyping: Images of the foreigner,” published in Com-
munications in 1983, the authors make an attempt to systematise the discussion on
stereotypes and the pertinent role of the media, by bringing insights from social
psychology to the study of media and communications. Media images, the authors
argue, affect our knowledge of the world and, by extension, shape the relationships
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we develop with others, how we see them, and how we treat them. It is, therefore,
imperative to understand how they function.

Gumpert and Cathcart define stereotypes as abstractions: incomplete and con-
venient understandings that are necessary for survival (p. 105). The media, they
argue, are integral to stereotypes, as they both create and disseminate them by
choosing what aspects of the social world to portray and how. They are also so inex-
tricably intertwined with interpersonal interaction that the latter is moulded by
them, to the point that interpersonal contacts with the foreigner are not enough to
challenge stereotypical ideas of them. The authors start their argument by drawing
our attention to two interrelated aspects of the media that obscure their representa-
tional limitations. The first has to do with the facsimile-or perceived “realness”—of
representations allowed by the technological affordances of the media. The more
high-definition and authentic-looking the media image of the world is, the harder it
is to discern it as stereotyping (p. 106). The second aspect involves the degree of ver-
isimilitude or the appearance of truthfulness of media images. This perception of
truthfulness reflects the assumed intentions of the media producers (for example,
a documentary will have a higher degree of verisimilitude than an entertainment
film) (p. 107). These two qualities of the media work together to obscure the selec-
tive and therefore limiting nature of media representations. Discerning media ste-
reotypes requires that we question the degree of facsimile and verisimilitude of
each image.

The second point that Gumpert and Cathcart make has to do with how media
stereotypes interact with interpersonal communication. Building on Heider’s (1958)
balance theory of attitude change, the authors offer a communication model that
illustrates how stereotypes are produced and reiterated through the interaction
between individuals, the stereotyped group, and the media. The model is based
on the assumption that humans, always attempting to maintain a balance among
attitudes, beliefs, and behaviours, are influenced not only by the media but also by
each other in terms of how they regard different groups and their perceptions of
foreigners (p. 108).

It is this emphasis on the embeddedness of stereotypes in social interaction
that is perhaps the biggest analytical contribution of the paper, and one that has
been largely neglected by later media research. Gumpert and Cathcart emphasize
how our perceptions of each other influence how we see the foreigner, given that
people tend to be affected by those they like. Evaluations of the media as truthful
and accurate—and thus trustworthy or not—further affect the way stereotypes are
accepted or not. Finally, when the media emphasise similarities, physical and cul-
tural, with the foreigner, audiences are more likely to develop positive attitudes
towards them. On the contrary, when differences are emphasised, given people’s
propensity to stick to their existing beliefs, foreigners are negatively stereotyped.
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These stereotypes, the authors argue, are hard to shake off, even after face-to-
face interaction with foreigners, given people’s need for cognitive balance, which
means that their in-person perceptions of the foreigner will be tailored to their
existing stereotypes, positive or negative. Media producers are also engulfed in this
“reverberating nature of stereotyping” (p. 109), Gumpert and Cathcart argue, and,
thus, are themselves influenced by the nationally embedded stereotypes they help
reproduce. This then means that their editorial choices will reflect these stereo-
typical beliefs, and ultimately further reproduce stereotypical images in a process
“repeated thousands of times in our media” (p. 110).

The paper is theoretical and interdisciplinary in nature, drawing upon con-
cepts and models developed in the field of social psychology to provide insights
relevant to media studies. Their inclusion of interpersonal relations in the con-
sumption and reiteration of media stereotypes is an important contribution that
helps us understand the persistence of these stereotypes beyond the media. At the
same time, this focus on the interpersonal risks losing sight of the political economy
of the media that allows for some groups to be more negatively stereotyped than
others, a point that is missing from the overall argument. The ideas presented in
the paper appear to have been the basis on which the authors developed signifi-
cant research in the field that gained them public recognition (Ethnic images, 1986;
Zverina, 1987). As professors of Communication at Queens College, New York, at the
time, Gumpert and Cathcart conducted cross-cultural research by exposing viewers
in the US, Japan, and France to existing stereotypes of them in foreign advertising,
film, and news. In their conclusions, they reiterated their arguments that stereo-
types are reinforced exponentially through use in different contexts, and that they
persist even after people get to know foreigners in person.

Reading Gumpert and Cathcart’s article more than forty years later, it is impos-
sible not to see its originality and significance, but also feel despondent about how
little has changed in the ways media stereotype and marginalise national and
cultural others, despite developments in both technology and media literacy. The
concerns the authors expressed in their 1983 paper started to more explicitly pre-
occupy the field of media studies towards the end of the 1990s, in what Ong (2015,
p- 15) has described as the “moral turn in media scholarship.” It was then that the
moral role of media and communications in the context of globalisation started
to become a more consistent concern in the field. It is perhaps in the writings of
Roger Silverstone that one can find the clearest echoes of Gumpert and Cathcart’s
arguments about the power of television to shape the social world, albeit from a
normative perspective. “All of what we do, all of who we are, as subjects and actors
in the social world,” argues Silverstone (1999, p. 135), almost mirroring word-by-
word Gumpert and Cathcart’s writing, “depends on our relationships to others:
how we see them, know them, relate to them, care for or ignore them. Seeing them
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is crucial.” In his later work, Silverstone (2007, p. 31) described the contemporary
world as a “mediapolis,” in order to emphasise how its “materiality is constructed
through (principally) electronically communicated public speech and action.”

The detrimental role of media representations in reproducing stereotypes of
cultural and national others has been studied extensively since, both with regard
to fictional and factual media content. There are three fields in which such ques-
tions have become crucial in the last decades. The first concerns studies of migra-
tion, which have been preoccupied with the ways stereotypical representations of
migrants and refugees in the media negatively predispose host societies against
them, thus affecting migrants’ and refugees’ opportunities for adapting to a new
life, and their well-being (e.g., Demetriou, 2018). The second area is the study of
global news, which has revealed the narrow frames through which the world is
represented on the screen. These frames reflect global power dynamics and con-
struct hierarchies of life in ways that reproduce Western hegemony (e.g., Chouli-
araki, 2006). Finally, the politics of representing the foreigner have been a focal
concern for humanitarian communication. Attempts to instigate public emotion
and donations through effective campaigning about humanitarian crises around
the world have been consistently met with critiques about how the instrumental-
isation of human suffering deprives victims of their agency, while fixing them in
the public imagination into positions of powerlessness and victimhood (Hérting,
2008). Studies in these three fields, often overlapping in terms of empirical focus
and concerns, have predominantly studied media texts, thus largely neglecting the
social life of stereotypes beyond the text and their adoption in interpersonal com-
munication, which Gumpert and Cathcart highlighted in their paper. Only a small,
albeit significant number of studies, have explored the relationship between media
images and public discourse, exploring how people’s perceptions of the “other” are
constructed through media stereotypes and other pertinent discourses (see Kyri-
akidou, 2015; Philo and Berry, 2007; Scott, 2014).

These questions about media stereotyping and its role in interpersonal rela-
tions and societal attitudes have been especially relevant in the last decade or so, as
continuous global crises have tested our relationship with the foreigner. What has
become known as the “European refugee crisis” of 2015 has thrown into relief the
role of Western media as “symbolic borders” that stereotyped migrants as either
powerless and dependent victims or as an imminent cultural and economic threat
to European societies (Chouliaraki and Zaborowski, 2017). These symbolic pro-
cesses were reflected in political discourse and restrictive border policies that still
affect the lives of refugees. They were further questioned a few years later, when
the media coverage of Ukrainian refugees, after the Russian invasion of 2022, broke
those patterns of representation, revealing once more established hierarchies in
Western media coverage. Emphasising similarities with Ukrainian refugees, the
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media coverage, as Gumpert and Cathcart pointed out, contributed to positive
attitudes towards them (p. 108). This highlighted even more the Islamophobic and
Western-centric stereotypes that underlined the portrayal of refugees from Syria
and other countries in the developing world. A crisis of a different nature, the global
Covid-19 pandemic, instead of engendering a sense of cosmopolitan empathy on the
basis of an imagined global community of fate (Beck, 2006), enabled the re-emer-
gence of Orientalist stereotypes and outbursts of xenophobic attacks against Asian
communities in Western countries. In all these crises, media narratives ultimately
functioned as hegemonic devices that stereotyped and marginalised the foreigner,
while reproducing the primacy of the nation. The reason why these stereotypes
were so easily accepted and reproduced is that they confirmed already existing
biases, perpetuated by different media images over time, and reaffirmed in our
everyday interactions with fellow nationals, as Gumpert and Cathcart highlighted
in their communication model.

For sure the media landscape, especially at the technological and institutional
level, has dramatically changed since Gumpert and Cathcart wrote their essay. The
authors started their paper by referencing how satellite communication, enabling
people around the world to simultaneously watch an event, dramatised “the degree
to which the peoples of this globe have become linked through the technologies of
communication” (103). Today, of course, digital technologies and social media plat-
forms have intensified such links to an even more dramatic degree. These technol-
ogies, besides multiplying images of foreigners to an exponential degree, further
allow us to directly engage with such foreigners through interpersonal communi-
cation. They present themselves daily on social media platforms without the medi-
ation of institutional frames. We can interact with them, talk to them, and even
develop interpersonal relationships of sorts with them. The promise of self-rep-
resentation afforded by social media platforms is that it can challenge established
media templates and stereotypes. For example, digital media platforms have
allowed refugees to manage their visibility and advocate for themselves (Georgiou,
2018; Risam, 2018), while citizens can document and share real-time human rights
violations across the world (Gregory, 2015). This in itself complicates the communi-
cation model that Gumpert and Cathcart suggested. As people have the opportunity
to present themselves on social media, the role of mainstream media narratives
can be challenged and even diluted. This process of disintermediation allows for
greater visibility of national and cultural others in their own terms, and thus can
undermine established media stereotypes.

Such optimism about the possible democratisation of the global mediated
space of appearance has been met with critical work that has illustrated that the
multiplicity of voices has not challenged established patterns of visibility. This is
due both to the persistence of national and cultural stereotypes within the context
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of digital media consumption, and the political economy of contemporary media.
Digital testimonies largely depend on established media to reach the wider public,
and are thus strategically co-opted to fit dominant Western narratives (Chouliaraki
and Al-Ghazzi, 2022), reinforcing existing stereotypes. Studies have further shown
that non-Western content creators struggle for visibility in the digital space (Bidav
and Mehta, 2024) and are subjected to global hierarchies of race and culture (Lee,
2024). These racial hierarchies are also reflected in the opportunities for monetisa-
tion among social media influencers, which are considerably lower for non-white
content creators (Christin and Lu, 2023). Algorithmic visibility is ultimately tied
to racial capitalism and embedded within existing hierarchies of power. Despite
the radical changes in the media landscape since 1983, not much has changed with
regard to media stereotypes as seen by Gumpert and Cathcart.

What is there to be done, then, in a context where both sociocultural and eco-
nomic structures allow for and even reinforce the proliferation of stereotypes?
How are such established frameworks of thinking about the world and other
people to be challenged? In the vein of their overall argument, the authors intro-
duce recommendations for effective communication with the foreigner, based on
“cross cultural interactional ideas” (p. 110), which ask for openness towards new
experiences, the ability to distinguish differences among other cultures and accept
these differences, and an acknowledgement of our own biases. They also highlight
the significance of media literacy, as the ability to understand the “process and
the grammar of the media world” (p. 110). However, what distinguishes this call
for media literacy is the way that Gumpert and Cathcart place responsibility for
it on audiences themselves. What they ask for is that “we go beyond the role of
media consumer and become active critics of the media, its forms and functions”
(pp. 110-111). It is perhaps in this view of media audiences as active participants
in the communication process that one of the higgest strengths of the paper lies.
Challenging stereotypes, the authors assume, is not only a matter for media prac-
titioners or policy and education. It is up to all of us to counteract them, whenever
we encounter them. And we can do that, Gumpert and Cathcart argue, “through
conscious correction, applied reason, and appropriate response to both those with
whom we interact and to the media which facilitate such distortions” (p. 110). This
call for such daily actions of resisting stereotypes in all social interactions intro-
duces an everyday politics of inclusion and diversity, and reminds us that change
is to be found not only in structural reforms but also individual acts. Even if the
media remain an unhospitable space for the foreigner, we can and should still fight
against the destructive stereotypes that demean and vilify them.
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