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Ethical Concerns in the Representation of the “Other”


A point of intersection between the texts of Valerie Karno’s essay “Remote Justice: Tuning in to Small Claims, Race, and the reinvigoration of Civic Judgment”, and Carol Betensky’s essay “Princes as Paupers: Pleasure and the Imagination of Powerlessness” is the question of ethics in the representation of “others”. Karno’s essay focuses on the (mis)representation of the disenfranchised in society and how small claims court Television shows work to identify and didactically function to repair—in some way—this issue. Betensky’s essay addresses the voluntary passing of the privileged into the dominated milieu.  Citing these two texts, my essay will offer an analysis that will compare and contrast the ethical implications that both authors implicitly and explicitly say regarding representations of the “other”. From this analysis, I formalize a conclusion on the ethics of representation. 

Although Valerie Karno’s essay centers on a specific topic--that being the cultural implications of Small Claims Court Television shows--within this topic a major part of her thesis deals with the misrepresentation of African Americans on television. She posits that Small Claims Court Television shows help to highlight this misrepresentation by their use of African American Judges: 

Televised Small Claims Court shows draw from the paradoxical ways, and ambivalence in which African-Americans have been represented throughout television history in order to portray the Judges as the site of intersecting, and contradictory notions of race which are circulating in contemporary American discourse. (266)

In the case of this misrepresentation, the “other” is African Americans, and the “passing” is being done at the level of those behind television programming. The representation that television is suggesting as “true”, and hoping to “pass”, is a source of ethical concern. In this situation, the privileged is “passing” a false representation of the “other” back to the privileged, thereby distorting the real through the lens of a Television. 

Karno uses the Cosby Show as an example of the misrepresentation of blacks on television. With the Cosby Show, Doctor and Lawyer Huxtable represent an upper middle class black family—a very inaccurate portrayal of the average black family. Henry Louis Gates, who is cited in Karno’s essay, criticizes the Cosby show for “reflecting the minuscule integration of blacks into the upper middle class” (267). The major ethical concern here is that this misrepresentation of the “other” hurts the “other” by diminishing the problems that blacks face in regards to race.  This sets a precedent based on fiction: since Doctor and Lawyer Huxtable have integrated themselves successfully into affluent society, it suggests that it is easy and “average” for any African American to do so. 


Like Valerie Karno, Carol Betensky also alludes to ethical concerns with the representation of the “other”. Carol Betensky’s essay pertains to the class-crossing of the privileged into roles of powerlessness for ostensibly altruistic motivations. Betensky suggests that the primary impetus to move people to take on these class-crossing roles is a masochistic pleasure—the pleasure of powerlessness. This leaves the “suggested” motivations offered up by the actor as “rationales” that attempt to assuage their own guilt, and to direct attention away from the opportunistic nature of these acts. Clearly, there is an ethical concern with this situation, which Betensky does a good job of alluding to; the ethical concern is not so much with the seeking after of pleasure for the sake of pleasure, but rather, the masking of the true intent of these representations of the “other” by deceptively suggesting that what the actor is doing is sheer altruism. 

Betensky also points out that the presumed altruistic motivations that hinge on obtaining an authentic experience of life as “other” are known even by the actor as doomed-from-the-start; this acknowledgment by the actor that an authentic experience is impossible, but carrying through with the representation anyway furthers the claim that the alleged motivations are not exactly the “real” motivations.


Another ethical concern that Betensky’s essay points out is the sought-after expiation that may motivate these voluntary acts of “passing”.  These attempts at expiation are preceded with yet more suggestions of altruism, however, the question remains: who benefits by this “shedding of guilt”? Orwell, from his writings in The Road to Wigan is the citied example that Betensky provides: 

For five years I had been part of an oppressive system, and it had left me with a bad conscience. . . . I was conscious of an immense weight of guilt that I had got to expiate. . . . I wanted to submerge myself, to get right down among the oppressed, to be one of them and on their side against their tyrants. (1958, 147–48)

Here, Orwell explicitly identifies expiation as his motivating factor, but the way it is presented suggests a noble cause and as something that benefits the oppressed. Are the oppressed really benefited by Orwell’s act of “othering”? Or, does this act merely satiate a personal (selfish?) need to wash-away his past wrongs and brooding guilt. Again, the “using” of the “other” to fulfill a personal need is wrought with ethical concerns.

In both of these essays, the act itself: representation of the “other”, has a common ethical concern; whether the intent is providing a false representation of the “other” or by “passing” oneself as the “other”, requires one to lie (or if one prefers the more euphemistic: “mislead”). The lie starts with a lie to the “self”, and then quickly disperses to the “others” that need to be deceived. Carol Betensky brings “the lie” into scope with her comments on how Ehrenreich compared to her other “passers” in her essay: “Unlike Orwell and Harper, for whom deceiving the poor was unproblematic, Ehrenreich was uncomfortable lying to the poor people she met in her travels” (139). Since the false representation itself is in fact a lie, is it morally sound to engage in such an act? I contend that any representation of the “other” is ethically untenable. Regardless of whatever (ostensibly) noble rationale is in place, the act itself calls for some level of deception (a lie). 

From Karno, we see that the misrepresentation of African Americans on Television can have deleterious effects on society—thereby causing it to be a concern from an ethics standpoint. The same applies to the “passing” of the privileged as the dominated “other” in Betensky’s essay.  The “passers” often cite altruistic motives for carrying out their representations, however, such protestations are often suspicious, and more often made to mask a more personal or selfish pleasure that is trying to be satisfied by the actor. I conclude that representations of the “other” are always morally untenable. The act itself, “representing what is not”, is itself a deception, and thereby a lie, and ethical unsound. 
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