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2. Abstract:  

  

This thesis aims at addressing the question of the representation of the Other within current domi-

nant visual media. The Other, in the context of this thesis, refers to any minority community group 

identified as different from a certain dominant norm; depending on the context it could correspond 

to groups such as Women, Afro-Americans or Arabs. Here the group concerned will be the migrant, 

who have been occupying the media and political spheres for a few decades now. The intention is to 

observe and discuss the representation of the migrant through a specific medium: Hollywood cine-

ma and two of its most popular genres: science fiction and horror. The central idea of this work is to 

consider the alien, the creature, the monster as a possible allegory of the migrant or of immigration 

in general and to observe how it is represented through the narrative. How has this figure been sha-

ped and especially what evolution has it taken after the events of September 11 2001 which pro-

foundly changed and influenced the vision of the migrant Other in the United States politically and 

socially? This study will be structured around the analysis of three films (Alien Nation [1988], Co-

neheads [1993], Men In Black [1997]) before 9/11 and three others (District 9 [2009], Transformers 

[2007], World War Z [2013]) after this pivotal date in order to examine and analyse both commona-

lities but also differences between the two periods. The initial hypothesis is to find a negative global 

representation of the alien/migrant in those films in both periods with the difference being that post 

9/11 narratives would include increased negativity in the representation of the migrant Other and 

less ambiguity by insisting much more on its danger and the distrust that humans must have towards 

this figure. The hypothesises were correct. The analyses clearly demonstrated quite a general nega-

tive representation of the Other migrant. Also as hypothesised, the films after 9/11 took on a more 

stereotyping, less nuanced, terrorism-tainted portrayal of the Other migrant, a character not to be 

trusted and that would always in one way or another cause problems for humanity. The ambition of 

this research is to show the importance of paying attention to the work of representation in mass 

media, the primary source for the fabrication of our beliefs and identities today, in my opinion. A 

medium as popular as Hollywood cinema, even through its non realistic genre, represents a domi-

nant power apparatus capable of reinforcing or nuancing previously established perceptions about 

certain categories of people in our world. As this topic of media representation is increasingly di-

scussed around us today, it is important here to see how this system of representation of the Other 

works and how it has possibly evolved over the past three decades.  

Keywords: science-fiction, horror, blockbuster, representation, alien, the other, myth, immigration, 

migrant, Hollywood, orientalism 
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3. Introduction:  

  

We live in a time where the consumption of images and information in our daily lives is maybe the 

highest and the most influential ever. As an example, the average American spends about eleven 

hours a day “absorbing media”  most of it in front of screens such as television, smartphones or 1

computers. Because of this omnipresence of images around us, I will try throughout this thesis to 

take a closer look at the very principles of representation through visual media. The scholar Stuart 

Hall argues that languages are “systems of representation” . Consciously or not, we rely on those 2

systems to build our identities, beliefs and ideas. To represent something is “to describe or depict it” 

but also importantly to “symbolise”  it. Thus, “representation is the production of meaning through 3

language” . In our current society that many would consider as a “society of spectacle” , constantly 4 5

overloaded with images and information, it is important to pay attention to this phenomenon and 

wonder what kind of messages medias are producing. American academic Douglas Kellner refers to 

it as “media culture”, a culture that is helping people “construct their sense of class, of ethnicity and 

race, of nationality and defines what is good or bad, moral or evil” . In the same way, I want to ex6 -

amine this phenomenon of representation and media culture by focusing the scope on a category of 

people who have been a topical subject in the political and media spheres for years: migrants.  

 I argue that migrants belong to the concept of the Other, a notion widely discussed by many 

intellectuals such as Edward Said in Orientalism (1978) notably where in short, the Other represents 

the colonised, the Orient or in other words, Non-Western people. This representation is not new and 

for centuries it has been produced/reinforced through different media such as literature, essays, pho-

tography or exhibitions showing the Other often as inferior, savage or sub-human. I argue this is 

still strongly the case today especially in the current economical, political and climatic instability 

context and highly in disfavour to the Other/migrant character who is often pointed out as a source 

of problem. One do not have to look very far to find evidence of that strong anti-Other atmosphere. 

Donald Trump, the former president of the United States, has often denigrated Mexican migrants 

reducing them to rapists or being the source of crimes and drug trafficking  while Muslims were 7

 See at : https://time.com/5592329/experts-say-how-much-is-the-wrong-way-to-assess-screen-time/1

 Hall, S., Evans, J., & Nixon, S. (2013). Representation: Cultural representation and signifying practices. London,The Open University/SAGE. P. xx2

 Ibid. P. 23

 Ibid. P. 144

 Term borrowed from Guy Debord’s essay “The society of spectacle” (1967)5

 Kellner, D. (2003). Media culture: Cultural studies, identity and politics between the modern and the postmodern. London: Routledge. P. 1.         6

 Romero, M. (2018). Trump’s Immigration Attacks, in Brief. Contexts, 17(1), 34–41. https://doi.org/10.1177/1536504218766549.  P. 357

1

https://doi.org/10.1177/1536504218766549


considered as “a rich pool of potential recruiting targets for Islamic terror groups” . Because of this 8

tense context, I do argue that representation matters when it concerns a crucial societal subject as 

the migrant situation. It is important to look at the way they are depicted, and the various signifi-

cances of those depictions especially in an era where mass visual media are dominant. Representa-

tion is also done through tropes, stereotypes and clichés, which the public takes in as knowledge 

building what Michel Foucault calls a regime of truth . Through this term the French philosopher 9

explains the close relationship between truth and power in our current modern society:  10

Foucault argues that the notion of truth is deeply interconnected with systems of power. To him, a 

regime of truth would be a “strategic field within which truth is produced and becomes a tactical 

element in the functioning of a certain number of power relations” . In very caricatural words, cer11 -

tain systems of power produce their statements and spread them within societies to make their truths 

the way it is. I truly think that media, as a system of power, provides much of the political, social 

and cultural discourse and thus has the possibility to create their own regime of truth for certain 

countries or parts of the world. A visual mass medium such as cinema creates ideas and imaginaries 

for each of us that will have an impact, even unconsciously, on the way we see the world. Kellner 

goes in that same direction considering media “at the center of political life” producing mass im-

ages guiding “our presentation of the self in everyday life, our ways of relating to others, and the 

creations of our social values and goals” . 12

 What are then the images and representations of migrants in current media?  To re-refere to 

Foucault and Kellner’s thoughts, not only could this representation affect how the masses perceive 

the migrant but the migrant population itself might incarnate that image as a form of self-prophecy. 

Thus, the main purpose of this master thesis will be to explore the representation of the migrant un-

   Romero, M. (2018). P. 398

   Foucault, M., & Gordon, C. (1980). Power/knowledge: Selected interviews and other writings 1972-1977. Brighton, Sussex: The Harvester Press.      9

P. 131
 Ibid. P. 9310

 Lorenzini, D. (2015) "What is a Regime of Truth?" Le Foucaldien. 1.1 (2015): 1. Print. P. 311

 Kellner, D. (2003). P. 1812

2

 In a society such as ours, […] there are manifold relations of power which 

permeate, characterise and constitute the social body, and these relations of power cannot 

themselves be established, consolidated nor implemented without the production, accumulation, 

circulation and functioning of a discourse. There can be no possible exercise of power without a 

certain economy of discourses of truth which operates through and on the basis of this 

association.



der the character of the Other in movies belonging to two specific but popular genre in the Holly-

wood cinema industry: Science fiction and Horror. More precisely, I will also aim at examining and 

discuss a potential difference of representation before and after a pivotal and crucial date in Ameri-

can history: the terrorist attack on the Twin Towers in New York City on September 11th 2001.  

 The choice of limiting my focus on Hollywood cinema results from the fact that this medi-

um occupies an important place in today's western media culture. Hollywood cinema represents an 

important part of culture and entertainment consumed through the globe but above all among the 

American public who also uses it - among other types of mass media - to construct their interpreta-

tion of the world. Thus Hollywood participates in a substantial way to a regime of truth in the 

U.S.A. Through popular texts/scripts and movies, Hollywood sets “specific ideological positions 

and help reproduce dominant forms of social power, serving the interests of societal domination, or 

of resistance to the dominant forms of culture and society” . My argument is to consider Holly13 -

wood not just as a mere entertainment industry but also as one of many propaganda apparatuses of 

the United States displaying their own ideological and political agenda. Events through American 

history like the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union or the Vietnam War had a 

huge influence on Hollywood and their productions with for instance anti-communist or pro-war 

ideologies through highly popular movies. Red Dawn (1984), Rambo: First Blood part II (1985) or 

even Top Gun (1986) are good examples of 1980s American cinema presenting to viewers a con-

stant threat from the East or from the Other towards American capitalist and patriotic ideals . 

 The 9/11 attacks can be considered as the latest important event that not only profoundly left 

its mark on American history but also influenced American cultural imaginary towards the East or 

the non-American. Politically speaking, this event triggered many upheavals such as the beginning 

of the War on Terror, first in Afghanistan and later in Irak in 2003; an event that had disastrous con-

sequences which are still visible today i.e. a great instability in the Middle East and also important 

migratory movements. The worldwide number of refugees rose from 42.1 million in 2001 to 65.3 

million in 2018 . Among all those refugees two-third of them come from five countries: Af14 -

ghanistan, Syria, Somalia, South Sudan and Myanmar . Since the beginning of the war in 2001, 2.7 15

million people have fled Afghanistan  making it the second largest group of refugees in the world 16

whereas 6.7 millions of Syrian have fled the country since the start of the war in 2011 . 17

 Kellner, D. (2003). P. 413

 See at : https://www.statista.com/statistics/268719/number-of-refugees-worldwide/14

 See at : https://www.unrefugees.org/refugee-facts/statistics/ 15

 See at : https://www.rescue.org/article/afghanistan-what-you-need-know-about-one-worlds-longest-refugee-crises16

 See at : https://www.unrefugees.org/news/syria-refugee-crisis-explained/17
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 The 9/11 attacks were after all viewed as an attack by “those migrants” on what it meant to 

be “American”. Arguably the attacks boosted the conflation of Middle East migrants as potential 

terrorist and a threat to the American ethos in popular American imaginary. The “war on terror” led 

by the Bush administration against an “axis of evil”  presented that part of the global map as a th18 -

reat against the western civilisation. The Middle East became the new enemy of the U.S replacing 

the Soviet Union. Academic Stephen Prince asserts that “9/11 has included the emergence of a new 

culture of Anxiety”  especially through movies treating of terrorism while film studies academic 19

Keith M. Johnston insists that “there has been a tendency to see the 2001 attack and the subsequent 

‘war on terror’ as a pivot around which all cultures industries have moved.” . Following the ex20 -

amples of the Cold War or the Vietnam War, was 9/11 recuperated politically, through Hollywood 

cinema, to insist on glorifying American ideals and demonising the Other, the foreigner? 

  The tendency of stereotypically representing Non-Western people as the Other in media is 

not new. At the end of the 1970’s, post-colonial study intellectual Edward Said published Orienta-

lism (1978) in which he explained how at least since the age of enlightenment, the East has been 

“Orientalized” by influent people from the West through many different media channels - literature, 

scholar texts, political discourse - essentialising the Orient with fallacious attributes, clichés and 

stereotypes in order to represent them as inferior and sometimes as a danger toward Western civili-

sation. The point of this practice at the time was an imperialist move in order to justify the need to 

colonise and control those geographical parts and ‘civilise’ those ‘uncivilised’ people. Bringing 

Said’s Orientalism is relevant as I consider the same tactics to still be in place today but using visu-

al informative and entertainment mass media more or less obviously to spread similar ideas not only 

against the Orient but against everything not ‘occidental’ such as Mexican migrants or migrants 

from the Middle East. The aim of this thesis will be partly to examine the possible effect an event 

like 9/11 has had on the practice of the ‘Orientalisation’ of the migrant character in Hollywood mo-

vies within the science fiction and horror genres. 

 I argue that these two genres are crucial for this specific matter for numerous reasons. Each 

of these genres uses the extraordinary to talk about the ordinary. British film studies academic 

Christine Cornea insists on the importance of “Science fiction’s simultaneous reliance upon fantasy 

and upon reality”  while critic Robin Wood considers Horror movies as “our collective nightma21 -

 Prince, S. (2009). Firestorm: American film in the age of terrorism. New York: Columbia University Press. P. 17818

 Ibid. P. 319

 Johnston, K. M. (2013). Science fiction film: a critical introduction. London: Bloomsbury. P. 11120

 Cornea, C. (2013). Science Fiction Cinema: Between Fantasy and Reality. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. P. 621

4



res”  using the character of the monster to talk about collective anxieties. I am including the Horror 22

genre as well because of its closeness to Science Fiction in many characteristics. Many films belon-

ging to the science fiction genre can also be seen through their characters and stories as horror fil-

mic texts and vice-versa. The character of the alien as well as the monster share many similarities to 

the point of sometimes being both postures at the same time. These are the two characters embody-

ing the Other, not originally belonging to the world in which the story of the film takes place. Aca-

demic Jutta Weldes describes Science Fiction “as [a] semiotic site for the production and negotia-

tion of representations, meanings and identities”  and I think the figure of the Alien is the most 23

characteristic one in the genre but also crucial due to its dual meaning of the word itself. The term 

alien, obviously refers to an extraterrestrial creature. But at the same time, the term in English refers 

to “a person who is not a citizen of the country in which they live or work” . The connexion 24

between the alien and the migrant as well the alien and the Other is thus strong. In their introduction 

to Alien Imaginations the book editors assert the link between science-fiction and concepts of mi-

gration by arguing that “science fiction’s encounters with alien others are inspired by ethnographi-

cal accounts and the history of imperialism and colonialism” . Further on, as British science fiction 25

and fantasy novelist Adam Roberts explains science fiction and the horror genre can be considered 

as a form of “metaphorical discourse”  because both of them “by focusing [their] representations 26

of the world […] not through reproduction of that world but instead by figuratively symbolising it, 

[are] able to foreground precisely the ideological constructions of otherness” . It is right, therefore, 27

in my opinion, to assume an obvious connection between real world history and these two cinema-

tographic genres staging the unreal. 

 In order to be clear on my intentions, let me again summarise the research question of this 

thesis. The central question will be to look for how migrants allegorised behind the character of the 

alien/monster in science fiction and horror films are represented in Hollywood. More precisely, the 

aim will be to see any positive or negative evolutions of these representations in selected movies 

released before and after the events of 9/11. What kind of changes, if any, are involved? Can we de-

tect a trend? The purpose is to highlight the importance of representation in mass media today and 

 Wood, R., Grant, B. K., & Lippe, R. (2018). Robin Wood on the horror film: collected essays and reviews. Detroit: Wayne State University Press.       22

P. 57
  Weldes, J. (2003). To seek out new worlds: Science fiction and world politics. Basingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan. P.1323

 See at : https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/alien_1?q=alien24

 Stout, G. A., Küchler Ulrike, & Maehl, S. (2016). Alien imaginations: science fiction and tales of transnationalism. New York: Bloomsbury. P. 425

 Roberts, A. (2010). Science fiction. London: Routledge. P.13526

 Ibid. P. 1927

5

https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/alien_1?q=alien


the need to take an interest in such issues as all the images we, the viewers, are consuming will have 

an impact on our social and political mapping of the world. 

6



4. Disposition: 

This thesis will be divided into several parts and chapters in order to make it comprehensible and as 

clear as possible. The introduction, in addition to presenting the main purpose of this project, has 

shown the reasons and current context for the need to carry out this work. ‘Method and presentation 

of material’ will endeavour to introduce and justify criteria and choices regarding the filmic periods 

addressed as well as the films chosen in this study of the Other within the two cinematic genres that 

are horror and science fiction.  The chapter ‘Scholarly and theoretical commitment’ will deal with 

the theories and concepts on which this work will mainly be based. Notions of representation, ide-

ology or even semiotics for instance will be explored there, using the work of authors such as Stuart 

Hall, Michel Foucault or Douglas Kellner to support my arguments and the importance of paying 

attention to the concept of the Other in media. Science fiction and Horror will also be further devel-

oped to demonstrate their importance for this study as well as a clarification regarding what the 

term 'migrant' refers to in order to understand the nature of this academic work. The ‘Method Ap-

proach’ chapter will concretely explain the observation of the representation of the alien/migrant in 

these films notably by appealing to semiology or critical ideology into this part. My main hypothe-

sis will also be introduced as well as some clarifications on the risk of over-interpretation and on the 

ideological versatility of filmic texts. The principal part of this master thesis regarding the film 

analyses will be divided into two parts: the first one about the three films chosen for the pre-9/11 

period and the second part about the three films produced after 9/11. Each analysis will be intro-

duced first by a contextualisation of the film at the time of its release and a plot summary in order to 

avoid any possible confusion for the reader who might not necessarily have seen those cinemato-

graphic works. Each movie will then be analysed in-depth regarding the representation of the Other/

migrant in its narrative. The ‘Results & Discussion’ part will firstly synthesise the main findings 

from the previous part and then discuss those results while keeping in mind with the central ques-

tions raised by this work i.e. how is the character of the migrant Other represented through the fig-

ure of the alien and/or the monster in science fiction and horror films and whether or not this repre-

sentation has changed and if so in what way after the events of September 11 2001? This master's 

thesis will conclude by reflecting on the results found but also on proposing other possible direc-

tions of study that may contribute to the question of the representation of the Other in similar con-

temporary films. 

  

7



5. Method and presentation of material:  

  

This section is about finding an appropriate method with fairly strict selection criteria regarding the 

choice of films to be analysed for this thesis. The number of horror and science fiction films avai-

lable and potentially related to the subject is immense. It is therefore a question of setting clear se-

lection limits while collecting as much data as possible in order to be able to discern any trends 

whatsoever about possible changes in the representation of the Other/migrant character between the 

two time periods.  

 My first choice was to limit the number of films to be analysed per period to three. I think it 

will be a fair amount of data to analyse in order to suspect a potential trend. Also, the pre-9/11 peri-

od will only concern movies from the 1990s, while the period after the Twin Towers event will start 

from 2002 until present time. The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 meant the end of the Cold 

War but also the end of this state as Hollywood's public enemy number one, who was openly illust-

rated in many films for decades. In fact, the ten following years became a sort of transition period 

opening up for a new Other/enemy to distrust i.e. the Middle East and muslims, culminating with 

the 9/11 attack. The 1990s also marked the episode of a new conflict; from 1990 to 1991, the United 

States under George Bush Senior’s administration declared war on Iraq after the illegal annexation 

of Kuwait by Saddam Hussein, an event known as the Gulf War. This decade also marked the ap-

pearance of the extremist terrorist organisation Al-Qaeda and its leader Osama Bin Laden who, in 

1996, declared "the jihad on the United States because of its military presence in Saudi Arabia in 

Mecca and Medina, the two holiest cities for Islam" . These events are examples of the tense rela28 -

tionship with the Middle East in the eyes of American people who mostly experienced those events 

through mass media. Hence the question to know if and how this context affected the representation 

of the Other in mass media and particularly in horror and science fiction films? Moreover, it is also 

important to show that the situation of the immigration question was highly debated at the time. In 

addition to the creation/implementation of a new immigration law in 1990, a study showed that 

immigration was already a matter of great concern for Americans; 63% of Americans in 1994 saw 

immigrants coming to the United States as a “burden taking jobs, housing and health care”.  Also, 29

out of the 23 million migrants living in the States in 1990, the majority of them came from Mexico, 

which still is the main origin place of people emigrating to the USA today . 30

 Prince, S. (2009). p. 2928

 See at : https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/06/17/key-findings-about-u-s-immigrants/ft_19-06-03_keyfactsimmigrants_us-immigrants-29

strength-burden/ 
 See at : https://www.pewresearch.org/global/interactives/global-migrant-stocks-map/30

8
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 These contextual facts and events underline a mistrust of the Other that did not disappear 

after the end of the Cold War. New concerns with a new potential antagonist were raised to justify 

the new international order led by the United States as a new global police spreading “economic, 

political and cultural power” . In other words, the establishment of an American cultural hegemony 31

was strengthened to use their influence everywhere through different channels with mass media 

such as cinema. Edward Said proposes the idea of an America creating its new nemesis in 1995 ar-

guing that “since the demise of the soviet union, there has been a rush in the United States to find in 

an orientalised Islam a new empire of evil […] with demeaning stereotypes that lump together 

Islam and terrorism, or Arabs and violence, or The Orient and Tyranny.”  Thus I aim to examine 32

how the Other is represented in Science-fiction and Horror Hollywood movies in the period after 

the end of the cold war and if and how the events of 9/11 affected this representation.  

 My next limitation will be to focus only on so-called blockbusters. A blockbuster is “a film 

with an extremely high production and marketing budget that attains considerable commercial suc-

cess” . This type of very popular commercial films also known as pop-corn movies is destined for 33

mass-markets - American and worldwide - and aims at gathering millions of people watching its 

content and being potentially influenced by it while perceiving it as entertainment. Moreover focu-

sing only on Hollywood science fiction and horror filmic texts is justified here by the fact that these 

two intertwined genres are highly propitious for popular success and are watched by millions of vi-

ewers. If we are looking at the biggest lifetime domestic successes at the film box office in the 

USA, at least 50 per cent of the movies belonging to the top 100 are from the science fiction, fanta-

sy and sometimes horror genres. Even more striking, the top 5 movies in this ranking are all science 

fiction fantasy films.   34

 After all these limitations, however, the choice of films available is still too wide and other 

criteria concerning the narrative content of these two genres must be made. In this way, and as sta-

ted before, the films must above all have at the centre of their story the archetypal figure of science 

fiction or horror, i.e. the extraterrestrial or the monster as the figure of the Other. The alien, the 

monster must have a preponderant place in the narrative in order to examine its representation. Prio-

rity will also be given to films where there is an obvious migration of the character of the Other into 

the human world but also with possible interactions and perhaps integration between aliens/mons-

ters and humans. 

 Kellner, D. (2003). P. 1531

 Said, E. W. (2003). Orientalism. London: Penguin. P. 34732

 Kuhn, A., & Westwell, G. (2012). A dictionary of film studies. Oxford: Oxford University Press. P. 3733

 See at : https://www.boxofficemojo.com/chart/top_lifetime_gross/34
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 Finally, the final choice of the selected films is also up to my personal judgement. Many ot-

her films could have been included in the final picture as well as the number of films per period, but 

in the end choices had to be made. Therefore, a table summing up the movies can be found below, 

classifying them according to the two periods chosen and specifying other characteristics such as 

the year of release, the director but also their initial budget and their domestic financial scores at the 

box office at the time  in order to put each movie in its historical and cultural context. 35

Films chosen before the 9/11 events : 

Films chosen after the 9/11 events: 

Limitations summary:

1) Two time periods: the 1990s to 9/11, 9/11 to present time.

2) Fim Genres: Science-fiction & Horror 

3) Hollywood Blockbusters 

4) Narrative content:  
       . 4a) Story core: Alien/monster as the symbol of the Other 
       . 4b) Obvious migration of this figure possibly interacting with humans as well.

5) Personal judgment 

Films Month & Year of 

release

Director Budget Domestic 

Growth
Alien Nation October 1988 Graham Baker $16,000,000 $25,216,243

Coneheads July 1993 Steve Barron $33,000,000 $21,274,717

Men In Black July 1997 Barry Sonnenfeld $90,000,000 $250,690,539

Films Month & Year of 

release

Director Budget Domestic 

Growth
District 9 August 2009 Neill Blomkamp $30,000,000 $115,646,235

Transformers franchise: 
.Transformers 
.Transformers: Dark of 
the Moon 
.Transformers:Age of 
Extinction 

July 2007  
June 2011 

June 2014

Michael Bay
$151,000,000

$195,000,000

$210,000,000

$319,246,193 

$352,390,543

$245,439,076
World War Z June 2013 Marc Forster $190,000,000 $202,359,711

  All numbers and estimations regarding box office gross are from either www.boxofficemojo.com either www.the-numbers.com .35
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6. Scholarly and Theoretical commitment:  

  

Engaging a discussion about the migrant character in cinema inevitably requires putting more atten-

tion towards the notion of representation within media. Representation in films works within many 

levels and happens first of all within the image and the sound. American art philosopher Noel Car-

rol states that “there are different types of representation available in film, types determined by and 

best analysed in terms of the uses they serve” . He recognises three distinct levels in filmic repre36 -

sentation with first a physical portrayal bringing “a representation of the particular person, object or 

event that caused the image” . Secondly, representation also depicts “a class or collection of ob37 -

jects, designated by a general term”.  And thirdly, representation also nominates things, people or 38

places “when it represents a particular person, place or thing that gave rise to the image” . Those 39

three levels here represent the very basic layers of the notion of representation but for this thesis, 

another crucial layer needs to be highlighted. If representing is at first the art of  “depiction of 

things, classes, relationships, experiences […] by means such as signs, images, models, formulas, 

and narratives” , it must also be said that this practice is not innocent and never objective. There is 40

no single way of representing things and this will always be done differently depending on the me-

dia used just as it will also be perceived differently by the recipient of this representation. 

 I believe the notion of ideology to be inevitably intertwined with the notion of representa-

tion especially within films and I will therefore analyse films partially as a “historically contextu-

alised discourse representing psychological concerns and ideology” . It is, as cultural theorist Stu41 -

art Hall said, through representation that we construct meanings through our language “by how we 

represent them - the words we use about them, the stories we tell about them, the images of them 

we produce, the emotions we associate with them […] the values we place on them.”  In other 42

words and to paraphrase many cultural theorists, we are creating culture, ideas, identity through rep-

resentation and in this particular case through filmic representation. Films tell stories about “people 

who possess ideas and adhere to certain values. Characters may state these explicitly or they may 

manifest them in their actions.”  It is thus by examining the content of the chosen films that it will 43

 Carroll, N. (1988). Philosophical problems of classical film theory. Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univ. P.17036

 Carroll, N. (2010). Theorizing the moving image. Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press. P 4637

 Ibid. P. 4738

 Ibid. P. 4739

 Branigan, E., & Buckland, W. (2015). The Routledge encyclopedia of film theory. London: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group. P. 40240

 Ibid. P. 40541

 Hall, S., Evans, J., & Nixon, S. (2013). P. xix42

 Branigan, E., & Buckland, W. (2015) P. 40643
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be possible to study how the Other/migrant character is represented and the potential difference be-

tween the two time periods chosen. Academics Micheal Ryan and Douglas Kellner emphasise this 

question of the ideology within representation by arguing that : 44

The main work of this thesis will be inspired by Stuart Hall's book Representation (1997). 

Again, Hall argues that language “is the privileged medium in which we ‘make sense’ of things, in 

which meaning is produced and exchanged” . Language brings culture, a meaning to the world as 45

it “operate[s] as a representational system” . Hall interrogates the role of representation in images, 46

asserting the power representation has within society and then the need to examine how representa-

tion works and what messages some representations bring. Stuart Hall’s work on representation will 

be a very useful source for this work as the theorist brings other useful theories and concepts to ex-

plain what representation is and how it works. The semiotic approach is part of it, considerably in-

fluenced by Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure who argued that “ ‘language is a system of signs’. 

Sounds, images, written words, paintings and photographs function as signs within language ‘only 

when they serve to express or communicate ideas’ ” . For Saussure, a sign can be analysed accord47 -

ing to two elements: the signifier and the signified, the former supposedly representing the “form 

(the actual word, image, picture etc.)” while the latter would correspond to the concept “it triggered 

off in your head” . To make things clearer and less technical, I would propose - just like Stuart Hall 48

- to examine Roland Barthes’ theory which considers Saussure’s sign as denotative and descriptive 

but even more important for this work as connotative. Barthes argues that this last layer adresses “a 

fragment of ideology. […] These signifieds have a very close communication with culture, knowl-

edge, history and it is through them so to speak that the environmental world [of the culture] in-

vades the system of representation” .  49

 Ryan, M., & Kellner, D. (2005). ‘The Politics of Representation’. In The Philosophy of Film: Introductory Text and Readings, edited by Thomas E. 44

Waetenberg and Angela Curran, 213-24. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing. P. 213
 Hall, S., Evans, J., & Nixon, S. (2013). P. xvii45

 Ibid. P. xvii46

 Ibid. P. 1647

 Ibid. P. 1648

 Barthes, R. (1986). Elements of semiology. New York: Hill and Wang. P. 91-92.49
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 dominant representational codes can be used in producing alternatives to established no-

tions of form and contents. This is a crucial question because, certain ‘prevailing patterns of 

thought, perception, and behaviour…are determined…by representations, the dominant forms or 

modes through which people experience the world. 



 In other words, representation speaks and we need to analyse what kind of message it is 

sending us especially when it is created and sent through mass media. Barthes also characterised 

this connotative level as a “myth”  i.e. an idea, a meaning linked to the original representation im50 -

age or text that is not necessary true but that will give mythical generalised value to the representa-

tional text or image. It is then crucial for this thesis to look for and try to discern any myths con-

cerning the alien/migrant character as well as the ideological significance they might convey. This 

also converges in part with Michel Foucault’s notion of regime of truth discussed earlier. Foucault’s 

approach, which Stuart Hall also refers to in his work, is a discursive one. The French philosopher 

considers language as discourse and representation used to produce “knowledge" rather than just 

“meaning”.  

 In Foucault’s approach, the ideological dimension is the main focus. For him, knowledge is 

closely linked to power, not only to assume “the authority of ‘the truth’, but has the power to make 

itself true. All knowledge, once applied in the real word, has real effects and, in that sense at least, 

‘becomes true’ ” . This is the “regime of truth”. The ideological angle expressed and presented by 51

Stuart Hall through Barthes and Foucault’s approaches is therefore the angle I want to borrow for 

this work. Stuart Hall has already used this angle for the representation of the Other in his chapter 

“the spectacle of the ‘other’ ”. He speaks of this subject by giving examples of representation in 

magazines, photographs and exhibitions and he talks about several concepts such as binary opposi-

tions or the practice of stereotyping to represent the Other. The film industry, specifically Holly-

wood, is a mass media producing meanings, or as Foucault would say “discourses”, through its pro-

ductions no matter the filmic genre and the need to study this is crucial today. Douglas Kellner em-

phasises this when he states that media are “at the center of the political life” with mass produced 

images that “guide our presentation of the self in everyday life, our ways of relating to others, and 

the creations of our social values and goals”  and “getting members of the society to see specific 52

ideologies as ‘the way things are’ ” . It is clear for this work that representation should be per53 -

ceived as an ideological notion no matter the degree of it. My argument for the need to examine the 

representation of the Other in visual media like cinema and more specifically through the Horror 

and Science Fiction genres is thus supported by the theories explained above.  

         In the same fashion, genre movies are for me the perfect spectrum to initiate and spread dis-

courses because of their structure and mode of operation. American critic Barry Keith Grant who 

 Hall, S., Evans, J., & Nixon, S. (2013). P. 2450

 Ibid. P. 3351

 Kellner, D. (2003). P. 1852

 Ibid. P. 5953
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wrote extensively about the Science Fiction and Horror genres defines genre movies as “those 

commercial feature films which, through repetition and variation, tell familiar stories with familiar 

characters in familiar situations” . Those repeated narrative practices, mixed with other practices 54

such as stereotyping, make viewers know what to expect even before watching this type of produc-

tions. But more importantly, these repetitions and standard expectations will also intensify and legit-

imise many repeated stereotypes regarding certain characters who are supposed to represent certain 

communities or minorities. Because of this, those representations will perhaps influence viewers in 

their constructions of society. Grant makes a similar argument considering these genre films as 

“prime instances of mass mediated contemporary myth”  emphasising that “entertainment in55 -

evitably contains, reflects and promulgates ideology. It is in this sense […] that Roland Barthes uses 

the term myth” . In other words, those myths are not necessarily truthful but through those impor56 -

tant and repetitive filmic productions, they are shown as dominant values and become normalised 

and naturalised to viewers. Thus, going back to the main subject of this thesis i.e. an attempt to an-

alyse the representation of the Other/Migrant/Alien in Hollywood science fiction and horror 

movies, it is important to examine what I consider particularly in visual media and cinema to be an-

other level of what Edward Said called Orientalism, i.e the practice of representation of the Orient 

in general culture. Those representations in such big filmic productions constitute an ideological 

western hegemony where “cultural forms predominate over others, just as certain ideas are more 

influential than others”  and those kind of representations need to be scrutinise as well in genres 57

like Science fiction and Horror, two very popular filmic genre but also two very significative and 

crucial filmic genres regarding the Other/Migrant question.   

 These two filmic genres in Hollywood have a close historical and contextual relationship 

with the concept of the Other and I argue also with the East, the Orient. Despite their reputation of 

being above all entertainment and nothing else, the majority of those films  deal with serious social 

issues such as the future of mankind in relation to technology or science, or gender and sexuality 

issues, but also, once again with the Other, the non-American. Who is he/she? And what risks are 

we taking by trusting them or not? American academic John Rieder emphasises this aspect by 

claiming that even “early science fiction seems merely to transpose and revivify colonial ideolo-

gies” . Early science fiction literature was used to portray different aspects of our colonial western 58

 Neale, S. (2009). Genre and Hollywood. London: Routledge. P. 1 54

 Grant, B. K. (2011). Film genre: From iconography to ideology. London: Wallflower. P. 2955

 Ibid. P. 3256

 Said, E. W. (2003). P. 857

 Rieder, J. (2008). Colonialism and the emergence of science fiction. Middletown, Conn: Wesleyan University Press. P. 458
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history and it is still the case today especially within visual media. I assume there is a strong con-

nection between Orientalism and science fiction regarding the representation of the Other. Many 

early literary works of science fiction were modelled “on European travel narratives of other worlds 

from Montaigne, to Swift and Voltaire” . Works of famous writers like H.G Wells’s The War of the 59

Worlds (1898) or later Jack Finney’s The Body Snatchers (1955) illustrated the early use of the 

genre to represent different sort of colonialism in history. Wells uses this genre to “compare the 

Martian Invasion of Earth with Europeans’ genocidal invasion of the Tasmanians”  while Finney 60

illustrates, at the height of Cold War, a paranoiac fear of an infiltration of the communist ideology 

into American society through a fictional plot of an invasion of Aliens imitating and then replacing 

Americans in a small city in California. Those past examples show the power the science fiction 

genre can have in illustrating the Other issue through futuristic and non realistic stories.  

  The horror genre is not to be outdone with its many similarities shared with the science fic-

tion genre. Many films can be considered to fall into both categories, just as the character of the 

alien and the monster: they themselves are close to each other in many ways, especially in the way 

they embody the figure of the Other and the stranger. And similarly to science fiction, the horror 

genre plays out messages and ideologies deeply influenced by the cultural and political evolution in 

society. Multiple academics have suggested the genre to be more than just a deliverer of thrills. Bar-

ry Keith Grant argues the monster to “be anything that threatens the status quo”  while Robin 61

Wood considers the Horror genre as “our collective nightmare […] in which normality is threatened 

by a monster” . Wood emphasises this by explaining the concept of the Other in Horror as : “other62 -

ness […] which bourgeois ideology cannot recognise or accept but must deal with […] either by 

rejecting and if possible annihilating it, or by rendering it safe and assimilating it, converting it as 

far as possible into a replica of itself” . Of course, the concept of the Other in Hollywood cinema 63

in those two genres can refer to other societal issues than the foreigner/migrant in the United States 

such as sexuality or the proletariat but here the aim will be to focus on the concept of the Other as 

representations of other cultures and ethnics groups and more specifically as the migrant.             

Finally, I thought it was important to bring clarity concerning the definition of the migrant 

for the purposes of this thesis. I will rely on the official definition from the I.O.M (International Or-

 Stout, G. A., Küchler Ulrike, & Maehl, S. (2016) P. 459

 Rieder, J. (2008). P. 5 60

 Grant, B. K. (2011). P. 3361

 Britton, A., Lippe, R., Williams, T., & Wood, R. (1979). American nightmare: Essays on the horror film. Toronto: Festival of Festivals. P. 1062

 Wood, R., Grant, B. K., & Lippe, R. (2018).  P. 7763
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ganisation for Migration), an intergovernmental organisation attached to the United Nations that 

considers a migrant  as:64

In this context and thus in this paper, a migrant refers to any person entering or trying to enter the 

United States or any other westernised country for any political, financial or familial reasons. In 

other words, a migrant can be an illegal refugee just as it can be a legal immigrant for a short time 

or a long time on American soil but in any case, a migrant represents a new addition from outside of 

the American population. 

 See at : https://www.un.org/en/global-issues/migration64
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          any person who is moving or has moved across an international border or within a State 

away from his/her habitual place or residence, regardless of (1) the person’s legal status; (2) 

whether the movement is voluntary or involuntary; (3) what the causes for the movement are; or 

(4) what the length of the stay is.



7. Method Approach:  

  

The next part regarding the analysis of the films chosen before and after 9/11 will be organised in 

the following way: each film will first be introduced by a contextualisation of the time of its pro-

duction and followed by a short plot summary. Then, the analysis of the elements found in relation 

to our subject will begin and it will seek to find answers to several questions concerning the repre-

sentation of the alien/migrant figure in Hollywood cinema: how they are represented visually but 

also through their discourse and behaviour while trying to determine positive or negative connota-

tions associated with it. How are these aliens considered by humans within those narratives? Are 

they a threat or not to Western civilisation and to the system in place? Is there a good alien/migrant 

and a bad alien/migrant or are they all represented in the same way? 

  The aim here is to try to be as methodical as possible in the approach but also efficient in 

order to gather the most relevant information on the subject of this paper. In this sense, the basis of 

this work will be based on the framework of Stuart Hall's work about representation and more pre-

cisely on the chapter The Spectacle of the ‘Other’ from his book Representation. In this chapter, 

Hall’s work focuses on the representation of the Other using images from advertisements and/or 

magazines as a medium to show techniques such as the use of stereotypes and clichés and how 

symbolism and the connotation of signs are crucially influential in the practice of representation. 

 The same work will therefore be done here, but regarding the films presented earlier, with a 

close reading of the Other/migrant character within the narrative. Semiotic theory accompanied 

with the work of Foucault and Barthes will also be used to observe how representations are used to 

portray characters from horror and science fictions genre movies. What are the ideological frag-

ments hidden behind this connotative layer of signs?  

 More specifically, it will be a question of monitoring how, for instance the alien/monster/

migrant figure is represented visually? Are they wearing clothes, uniforms? What meaning do those 

“signs” bring to the viewer? Can they talk? If yes, how are these features represented? A close read-

ing of the narrative might also indicate a certain ideological direction in the representation of the 

alien/migrant character. What is the purpose of their arriving on Earth? Does the figure interact with 

other humans in the narrative? If yes, what kind of relationships does the alien have with the hu-

mans? Is there any complexity in the character at all or not? Those are examples of questions 

among others that will be discussed through this part.  

 It will also be important to see, other than through a close reading of these films, what other 

cinematic tools are used in the representation of the Other/migrant to insist or not on certain sym-
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bolism or connotation in these films. The mise en scene for example through the setting, the cos-

tumes or the make-up, are also means to insist on certain ideologies in the narrative. These elements 

as well as the cinematography or the sound design also contribute to the style of a film but also to 

the deployment of certain ideas and therefore ideologies. In short, I will focus on anything that is 

technically relevant if it participates in an obvious way to the “spectacle” of the Other.  

  This thesis seeks to analyse those questions in order to raise awareness and highlight the im-

portance of the practice of representation in mass media such as Hollywood cinema. Hollywood has 

had the ability to influence the United States and the rest of the world for decades through its multi-

tudes of visual networks, which have become even more important today with the advent of the in-

ternet and in particular streaming platforms. It is an industry that builds ideologies through repre-

sentation based primarily on stereotypes and myths. I argue that it is therefore crucial to examine 

this further in genres like science-fiction and horror especially when characters in these non-real 

narratives can be presented as a metaphor for ethnic minorities or/and in this case specifically the 

migrant. This work is fully in accordance with the logic of critical ideology, a concept often used in 

cultural studies to examine dominant ideologies expressed implicitly or not in literary or visual 

works. I will try to look beyond the surface and  attempt to detect what kind of dominant ideologies, 

if any, can be seen in the selected films. Doing a work of ideology critique allows as Douglas Kell-

ner expresses to discern “a range of forms of oppression of people of different races, ethnicities, 

gender and sexual preferences and tracing the ways that ideological cultural forms and discourses 

perpetuates oppression” .  65

  My initial hypothesis is overall offensive forms of representation of the Other/alien/migrant 

figure, presenting it as someone to fear and who is not trustworthy and quite simply uncivilised re-

gardless of the period chosen. Regarding any changes in the portrayal of the character after the 

events of September 11, my hypothesis is that some changes will be visible through a negative em-

phasis on the alien/ monster/migrant and a deeper association to a threat to the stability of the West-

ern population. In addition, I hypothesise that this pivotal date has influenced Hollywood to link the 

character more overtly than ever to the notion of terrorism thus associating any migrant to a poten-

tial terrorist threat to the West. 

 It is crucial to clarify that the goal of this thesis is not to claim certain filmic productions as 

xenophobic or not, pro-migrant or not. In order to avoid any confusion, I do not pretend to gener-

alise the ideology of a particular film through certain elements of representations in its narration. 

 Kellner, D. (2003). P. 58 65

18



Let me refer here to the argument of British academic Andrew M. Butler who considers the nature 

of a filmic text this way : 66

 There is always a danger of falling into the trap of over-analysis and/or of being biased in 

the analysis of these films as they are part of a power apparatus fabricating and institutionalising 

certain dominant ideologies. There is a complexity in the construction of the message especially 

here due to the non-realistic nature of these films texts but also in their reception. Stuart Hall argues 

that the message can be decoded in different ways such as adopting a "dominant hegemonic" posi-

tion where "the viewer takes the connected meaning from, say, a television newscast or current af-

fairs programme full and straight, and decodes the message in terms of the reference code in which 

it has been encoded" . In other words in this case, the message received by the viewer is unques67 -

tioned. The message can be also rationalised and negotiated in order to make sense of the dominant 

code. Finally the third position brought by Hall and named "oppositional reading" is when the en-

coded message is decoded in "a globally contrary way" . My position is outside of that. As I said 68

earlier, I consider that dominant ideological apparatus to produce art and entertainment, but in the 

context of a dominant culture. Thus, the representation and images encoded in these narratives will 

be affected by this dominant ideology. My aim is therefore to try to analyse this without falling into 

an oppositional posture where I would see everything through the bias of believing in a form of 

hidden racism and/or anti-immigration agenda in every scene and line. I acknowledge the potential 

risk of reading deeply and being misled by my own political views and missing out on what could 

be understood by applying, for example, a more ironic reading to some of the stories. This is some-

thing I tried to keep in mind in this study so as not to fall into a process of over-analysis, while re-

maining attentive to the 'dominant hegemonic' representations in these films. 

 Stout, G. A., Küchler Ulrike, & Maehl, S. (2016). P. 10066

 During, S. (1999). The cultural studies reader. London: Routledge. P 51567

 Ibid. P 51768

19

 Texts are polyvalent and may be both reflective and offensive at the same time. A film, in 

particular a Hollywood film is not single-authored work. The scripwriter’s or scriptwriters’ intent  

may be modified by the director, producers, actors, camera operators, designers, editors and so 

on. Further, as a multi-million dollar enterprise that might be viewed by many different audiences, 

there might be an attempt to appeal to a broad range of markets from across the ideological 

spectrum. Popular films may attempt to have multiple meanings to appeal to several audiences of 

differing political persuasions. 



 To summarise, through the study of its filmic representations, I aim at understanding how 

the character of the Other/alien/monster  - as an analogy of the migrant  - is described and consid-

ered in Hollywood and thus which ideologies, myths or stereotypes this figure is associated with. 

But it is by no means to generalise certain representations as the general ideology of the film. In 

other words, and to go back to Edward Said terminology, the interest here is to look for the repre-

sentation of what I would call a fantastic “orientalism” in these films and see if and how this orien-

talism has changed after the event of 9/11 to maybe then argue an overall generalisation and nor-

malisation of a certain trend of the “spectacle” of the Other/migrant character within those films 

over the years. 

20



8.Films analysis:  

  

 8.1.Before 9/11:  

Contextualisation:  

Alien Nation is the oldest film - released in theatres in 1988 - chosen for this period before Septem-

ber 11th. It was chosen because the main plot clearly uses the immigrant character in a science-fic-

tion setting. Also, the film was launched amidst a tense political context in the United States. The 

Cold War was at its end and there was a growing concern, supported by the Bush administration 

(1989-1993), about immigration leading to a new immigration law released two years later. There 

was already a strong concern for the question of the Other making Alien Nation a relevant film of 

this era to consider. The film directed by Graham Baker, a British director best known for horror B 

movies such as Omen III: The Final Conflict (1981) or Beowulf (1999), falls more within the fram-

ework of science fiction but also within the "buddy cop movie", a very well-known and popular 

film sub-genre in the 1980s and 1990s. The formula of combining two radically different characters 
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forced to work together to solve an investigation was very fashionable and successful in theatres 

with films such as 48 hours (1982) with Eddy Murphy and Nick Nolte or more famously Lethal 

Weapon (1987) with Mel Gibson and Danny Glover. Despite its B-movie aura and apparent low 

budget of $16 million, Alien Nation was produced as a blockbuster by Gale Anne Hurd, one of Hol-

lywood's top science fiction and horror film producers, responsible for blockbuster films such as 

Aliens (1986), the first two Terminator movies (1984 and 1991) and more recently the television 

series The Walking Dead (2010-present). The casting also follows the same direction with Mandy 

Patinkin, a young rising star at the time now famous for his roles in the TV series Criminal Minds 

(2005-2007) and Homeland (2011-2020) in the role of the extraterrestrial detective, but also James 

Caan, a star actor at the time for his roles in The Godfather (1972), Rollerball (1975), and later in 

Stephen King's film adaptation, Misery (1990).  

Film summary:  

  

The story begins in 1991 in Los Angeles, where three years earlier, 300,000 alien slaves escaped 

from their home-world to Earth, arriving in the Mojave Desert. Ronald Reagan, president of the 

United States in the film, has granted them refugee status naming Los Angeles as their new home-

town. The extraterrestrials, officially called “Newcomers", are quickly assimilated but still arouse 

fear and mistrust among humans. The story follows human detective Matthew Sykes (James Caan) 

who has just lost his partner in a shootout involving alien newcomers and is assigned the very first 

extraterrestrial detective (Sam Francisco / Mandy Patinkin) as his new partner against his will. To-

gether, they will investigate another similar homicide that will link the two cases and will soon rea-

lise that an apparently respectable extraterrestrial businessman named William Harcourt is actually 

behind those homicides. Harcourt plan is to exploit his own community by reproducing a very po-

werful and addictive drug called "Jabluka" used by the newcomers when they were slaves on their 

home planet as a "reward" for their work. After a first chase where it seems that Harcourt overdoses 

so as not to be arrested by the duo, the main villain manages to escape before finally being caught 

and killed by Sykes who pushes Harcourt in the open sea that is very toxic for these aliens. The end 

of the film shows the relationship between Sykes and Francisco in a better light, the latter having 

saved the former from drowning and both of them, with their respective families, attend the wed-

ding of Sykes' daughter. 
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Findings:  

  

It should be stressed from the start that the story of this film presents the context and origins of ex-

traterrestrials on Earth in a very clear way. Through a long introduction, the viewer discovers extra-

terrestrials not as invaders wanting to colonise our planet (a very classic narrative trope often used 

in many science fiction films) but rather as refugees looking for a home. It is pointed out that they 

were genetically conceived as slave labourers and had to flee their home planet because of their 

persecution. This contextualisation of their arrival thus reinforces a duality of the character not as a 

mere alien but rather as an alien/migrant. They are not on Earth voluntarily, forced to flee their ho-

meland for fear of certain death due to their status as non-renewable workforce. This contextualisa-

tion inevitably alludes to the history of countless groups of migrants who have arrived in the United 

States (or elsewhere) over time and who have fled their country because of a threat to their lives. 

This film is therefore merely an analogy of this showing many aliens/migrants arriving in the 

country in the hope that a better future/an American dream awaits them.Through this contextualisa-

tion of the character, a willingness to give an identity and humanity to this figure should be noted, 

unlike many films of the same genre which reduce the characterisation of the alien character to a 

minimum. Thus, from the very beginning, Alien Nation encourages the viewers’ empathy toward 

the alien/migrant character.  

 1. Physical representation:  

The mise en scène plays a major role in the representation of the aliens in this film, particularly 

through their physical portrayal. The characters possess physical features relatively close to the hu-

mans with slight but important differences to be underlined. This representation can be seen as a 

way of humanising the species rather than absolutely insisting on their differences from humans. 

However, through make-up and prosthetics applied to the actors playing the alien characters, their 

representation helps to emphasise minor details that are certainly not prominent but present enough 

to remind the spectator of the differences between the two species. They may not resemble the ste-

reotypical idea that many people have of aliens in common imagination, i.e. green aliens with big 

eyes or sometimes literally like monsters, but their physical representation reminds the viewer that 

we should always be aware of their differences. We are closer here to an approach that humanises 

the alien than the other way around, but without ever forgetting their primary difference. Their 
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skulls are protruding and larger than those of humans. Their ears are "tucked in" and a multitude of 

small port-wine spots cover their skulls instead of hair. These changes brought about by make-up 

and prosthetics function as signs of a clear difference and show a disadvantage for the alien in my 

opinion. For example, these stains can make us think of the multitudes of spots that wild animals 

have on their skin like panthers, bringing a less civilised and more animalistic look and connotation 

to this alien character. My aim is not to assert that this is absolutely the case but rather to show that 

those physical details in this type of mise en scène participate to some degree to show those aliens 

as humans but also as different by presenting certain details with more savage connotations. They 

appear as less civilised and therefore as more dangerous. These small but important physical details 

here are part of a set of representations throughout the film that show these aliens, certainly as in-

tegrated into the human society but also as a group we should be wary of because of their appearan-

ce, their practices and their morals. 

 To see the base for this argument, one only has to pay attention to the diet of the aliens who, 

for example, cannot eat anything other than raw meat. A scene between Francisco and his human 

counterpart Sykes shows them ordering take-away food with the viewer realising that Francisco can 

only eat raw meat and in this particular case raw beaver. The fact that the alien/migrant is portrayed 

here as raw meat only eater is by no means innocent. To me, this brings a new negative connotation 

associated with the stereotype of the non-civilisation of the Other who cannot adapt to a certain 

Western human culture. Although humans can actually eat certain types of raw meat and even if it is 

a common practice in many parts of the world, the notion of eating raw meat has always been 

linked to a wild dimension associated with animals. Moreover, the aliens/migrants hard liquor habit 

is spoiled milk. In the same way as raw meat, this scriptwriting manoeuvre presents the characters 

as strange; not only do they only eat raw meat, but they drink rotten milk. Both of these diet habits 
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are intrinsically imbued with negative connotations and do not promote the figure of the alien/mi-

grant in a good way within the narrative. 

 2. Terms/language used to describe the alien character:  

  

The denomination used to describe and name the aliens/migrants in this film is generally quite pejo-

rative, not to say offensive. In spite of the very politically correct term "Newcomers" used to label 

these aliens officially, the reality on the streets of Los Angeles is different. The viewer is particular-

ly made aware of this through the tone used by Sykes throughout the film to designate the alien/mi-

grant, which denotes a certain latent xenophobia. Firstly, the neighbourhood where all the 

newcomers live is called "Slagtown" and Sykes calls the aliens via the term "slag" while also using 

other pejorative terms such as "crap", "geek" or "ugly bastard”. A scene in the film showing the duo 

of detectives in a morgue asking questions about the result of a newcomer's autopsy shows one of 

the doctors not using the label “John Doe” - a term used for bodies without identification - but using 

the term "Sam Slag” instead. Another sign that aliens/migrants are clearly not considered as equals. 

Slag is a slang word referring to waste but also to women who have had many sexual partners . 69

The implication of the highly pejorative nature of these words is therefore difficult to deny. This 

aggressive labelling of the alien/migrant illustrates a more general palpable feeling of what I would 

call a strategy of belittling the alien/migrant constructed through the language used to represent 

them. This strategy I argue does not in any way serve to make the figure of the alien/migrant emp-

hatic but on the contrary makes the character intrinsically different and inferior to humans. Matthew 

  See at: https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/slag 69
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3. Sykes at the beginning of the film using the term “slagtown” for the 

first time.

4. Newcomers considered as “crap” by Sykes during his entrance into 

“Slagtown”.
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Sykes, for example, repeatedly uses these offensive terms underlined above in front of his alien 

partner Francisco without Francisco ever complaining about it. The last scene in the film shows Sy-

kes at his daughter's wedding telling his alien partner now "fully" accepted that he apologises in ad-

vance for "the rotten things" he will do and say to him in the years to come. In my opinion, this joke 

or “comical” dialogue also minimises the accepted denigration of the position of the alien/migrant 

as inferior to that of the human. It trivialises Sykes’ behaviour toward the Other figure legitimising 

de facto all the offensive terms used in the narrative by humans to represent the Other and thereby 

also legitimising a certain latent xenophobia distilled through verbal representation towards the ali-

en/migrant. 

  In order to be integrated into American society, "newcomers" have to adopt a new name. 

The viewer may notice throughout the film that some newcomers were named "Humphrey Bogart", 

"Harley Davidson" or even "Rudyard Kipling". In the case of Sykes' alien partner, his new name is 

Sam Francisco and when Sykes realises the pun it contains, he refuses to call him by this name or 

by his real name: Stangia Sorentzaah and chooses to call him George. This may be seen as a detail, 

but it underlines once again the lack of consideration of these aliens. It is a practice that occurred 

throughout our history, whether during the period of slavery in the United States when slave traders 

renamed their slaves with English names, or even in other Western countries where for decades, 

migrants had to voluntarily or not renounce or change their identity in order to assimilate into socie-

ty. In this narrative, this choice seems to be imposed by humans without any of the newcomers 

questioning this practice, seeming instead to accept it as something natural. This type of representa-

tion sends out a very strong symbol about what it takes to be assimilated into a Western society like 

the United States. In terms of the general representation of the alien/migrant, it seems to me that 

behind this minor narrative detail lies an infinitely ideological and pro-colonialist message. 

  

 3. The aliens’ sexuality and addiction:  

Another important notion involving the representation of the alien/migrant in this film is sexuality. 

Several times in the film the viewer sees, I argue, a tendency to fantasise the sexuality of the alien/

migrant through certain stereotypes which symbolic significance is relevant in the construction of 

the myth of the Other. The very beginning of the film shows Sykes in a car with his first initial po-

lice partner in "Slagtown" looking at alien prostitutes and wondering if "their plumbing's the same", 

only to be answered by his partner in a mocking tone that "yes, it is". Another scene, this time with 

Francisco shows the duo checking the personal belongings of a human body where they find a con-
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dom. Francisco is unfamiliar with the concept of a condom and becomes more and more circum-

spect when Sykes explains to him the use of the item, even asking him several times in a surprised 

tone if "it fits”. The attempted comic moment suggests a probable larger size of the alien's penis 

than a human being's. It is a representation that in our reality echoes to the old myth of the African 

man with sexual proportions superior to those of the western white man. Later in the narration, the 

detective duo goes into a dive bar to question a newcomer about a crime. The bar is depicted as a 

cliché of a gloomy bar with dark lights, smoke and exclusively filled with male newcomers except 

for a human woman who has her legs caressed by one of them. Finally the duo meets up in a strip 

club to talk to a female newcomer who has links with a suspect. The female alien very quickly pro-

vokes Sykes with sexual proposals such as offering him to tie her up and do what he wants with her. 

She asks him if he "ever mated with one of [them]”. The terminology used, ”mated”, has in my opi-

nion an undoubtedly animalistic connotation, being the term used to describe a sexual encounter 

between animals and not between humans. Once again, all those examples suggest a pejorative 

image of the alien/migrant created by sexist and racist representations maintaining the myth of the 

difference between the occidental human and the Other. 

 Just like sexuality, the stereotypical idea of drug use plays an important role concretely lin-

king the alien/migrant to addiction and presenting the character as a potential source of trouble. He 

is the only figure in the film using drugs, something that was even already part of his past on the 

aliens’ home planet. The central plot of the film is organised around the notion of drugs. A series of 

murders of a few newcomers in the city lead the alien-human detective duo to investigate, only to 

realise that everything is linked to the market of a very powerful drug called "Jabluka". It is explai-

ned that this drug was once given to newcomers on their planet as a reward for their work in the 
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mines. Harcourt, a very clean-looking businessman newcomer, uses his image of Slagtown "ser-

vant" providential man to actually recreate and distribute this same drug on Earth for the 

newcomers. To do this, he collaborates with three other aliens before killing them quickly and ap-

propriating the entire market for himself. The significance of this plot is that the alien/migrant is 

portrayed as a criminal under the traits of Harcourt, a character who ultimately abuses the trust pla-

ced in him by humans to carry out illegal and criminal operations. Through this, this figure very ra-

pidly becomes a stereotype of the alien/migrant as inevitably bringing crime, violence and drugs (a 

rhetoric explicitly used by former President Trump during his term in office, literally describing 

Mexican migrants as importers of rape, drugs and violence). Not only do the alien/migrant show 

disrespect for the trust placed in them by humans by bringing problems and crime from their planet, 

but they are also represented as a real potential danger to human society through the drug "Jabluka" 

which once consumed increases their physical strength, making them much stronger than humans 

and uncontrollable. This is the case of Harcourt in the climax of the story, who after an apparent 

overdose turns into an uncontrollable, violent and almost invincible creature. Francisco explains to 

Sykes the importance of stopping Harcourt before other humans witness this transformation becau-

se “what would happen if humans see what we are capable of becoming?” Through Harcourt's 

transformation into a monster and Francisco's willingness to hide this secret from humans, the nar-

rative clearly depicts the figure of the alien/migrant as dishonest, untrustworthy as well as a potenti-

al threat to society. 

 Finally, it is important to formally note the representation of the alien/migrant which occurs 

mainly in the dark and at night, clearly associating the alien with this atmosphere and all the symbo-

lism and connotation that goes with it. The night evokes mystery as well as secrecy but also devian-

ce and criminality I argue. This is the case throughout the story with a majority of newcomers appe-
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aring at night in the streets of "Slagtown” under the form of alien prostitutes or drunks but also in a 

shady dive bar or later in a striptease parlour. The only moments of the day depicting an alien/mi-

grant figure are with Francisco at the police station or with his family. Francisco embodies the mo-

del that every alien/migrant should follow, i.e. that of the migrant who should not make waves and 

who clearly accepts his inferior position to the human being. The staging is therefore crucial in this 

film as it clearly depicts the character of the alien/migrant in a setting that is predominantly suspi-

cious in the eyes of the viewer, who sees the majority of the aliens/migrants engaging in criminal or 

non-moral / morally-grey activities at night. The lighting then functions to emphasise this symbo-

lism of the alien/migrant as someone suspicious. For instance, any scene involving the antagonist, 

Harcourt, or the scene of the interview at the dive bar represent a dark, threatening and therefore 

potentially dangerous alien/migrant figure through the use of side lighting. 

29

 9. An interrogation of a Newcomer linked to a murder filmed with a 

side lighting creating contrast but also emphasising the doubtful aspect 

of the suspect. 

10. Harcourt and his henchman “Rudyard Kipling” exposed through a 

low key lighting really emphasising the somber and threatening at-

mosphere of both characters. 

11. The low blue lighting of the dive bar scene emphasises even more 

the lugubrious atmosphere of the scene and participate to the represen-

tation of  alien characters as somber, deviant and possibly threatening.



 Despite a desire to trigger the viewer's empathy with the figure of the alien/migrant by 

following the evolution of the newcomers and their willingness to assimilate into American society, 

this analysis also shows a representation of the alien as someone that humans have to be wary of. 

The alien/migrant may have the power to speak like any other human with a civilised behaviour on 

the outside, but his representation also differentiates him and does not put him on the same level as 

his human counterpart in Los Angeles. The majority of them have actually uncivilised behaviour 

and throughout the story are represented as either savage, deviant, criminal, or dishonest towards 

human beings. Alien Nation quickly falls into many stereotypes in its representation constantly 

reminding us that these refugees from space are not human and not like us. The final impression of 

this film is one of mistrust and permanent doubt towards the newcomers. Above all, there is a fee-

ling that these aliens/migrants will never really be accepted fully or at least not as equal. While Sy-

kes and Francisco seem to have become close friends after the latter saved his life, Sykes apologises 

in advance for all the horrible things he will say or do to him in the future with the last scene being 

particularly blatant and showing Sykes walking to the altar with his daughter while Francisco and 

his family, who have been invited to the wedding, stay away from all other humans at the church. 
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Contextualisation:  

Coneheads, released in American theatres in 1993, was more of a satirical comedy for the general 

public and was produced as a blockbuster wanting to ride the wave of another highly popular cult 

comedy released a year earlier: Wayne's World. The story is based on The Coneheads, a very popu-

lar and recurring 1970s sketch from the American late show Saturday Night Live which was also 

the origin of Wayne's World. The two main characters are portrayed by Jane Curtin and Dan 

Aykroyd - already world-famous for his leading roles in Ghostbusters (1984) and The Blues Brot-

hers (1980) - reprising their roles for the film adaptation. The rest of the cast is also in the spirit of 

making this film a popular comedy, including some of the best American humorists of the time such 

as Chris Farley (SNL), Sinbad, Jason Alexander, Michael Richards (Senfield) and even a young 

Adam Sandler.  
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Film summary:  

Coneheads tells the story of Beldar (Dan Aykroyd) and Prymaat (Jane Curtin), an alien couple from 

the planet "Remulak" on a reconnaissance mission to conquer and enslave Earth. However, their 

spaceship is rapidly shot down by the American National Guard, forcing the couple to crash into 

Manhattan’s East River and hide in the city under a false identity. Having to wait for seven "Zurls" - 

about 15 years - before the arrival of the rest of the alien troops, the couple is forced to start a new 

life within American society. Beldar holds various jobs as a taxi driver or appliance repairman while 

Prymaat gives birth to their daughter Connie and becomes a housewife. Soon this family becomes 

the idealistic portrait of the immigrant family: having arrived in the United States and realising the 

American Dream. They are fully assimilated and appreciated through their active participation in 

the life of their neighbourhood. However, having papers under false names, they attract the atten-

tion of the INS (United States Immigration and Naturalization Service) and one of their agents, 

Gorman Seedling, is determined to find them. From there, a cat and mouse game takes place 

throughout the film. On the verge of capture, the Conehead family is rescued in extremis by their 

comrades who have finally arrived and take them back - with Seedling on board though - to Re-

mulak at the great despair of their daughter who considers Earth as her home. Once there, Beldar is 

tried for treason but is freed by beating a ferocious monster called Garthok during a gladiatorial 

combat. His return to Earth - with his family plus an imprisoned Seeding - is negotiated against the 

promise of conquering the planet upon his arrival. What at first seemed to be a real desire to finish 

what he started with his wife at the beginning of the film turns out to be a sham. Beldar and his fa-

mily fake their death on arrival and resume the life the trio had on Earth. To thank Beldar for saving 

him but also the Earth in a way, Seedling agrees to give green cards to the whole family. The end 

comes down to the Coneheads returning to their home in New Jersey and a happy life for all. 

  

Findings: 

Coneheads is a particularly good example of a film to be studied for this thesis because it belongs to 

a profoundly absurd comedy genre. The representation of the alien/migrant is thus mostly ironic 

here. However, I argue as well that in spite of a seemingly innocent story intended mainly to make 

people laugh, it participates in the construction of the character of the migrant in American imagina-

tion through this alien couple having to make a life for themselves in the United States. Like Alien 

Nation, Coneheads is a typical immigration story in which Beldar and Prymaat perfectly embody 
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the analogy of the character of the migrant - illegal ones in this case - arriving in the United States 

and forced to keep a low profile. Humans do not realise that they literally come from outer space 

and instead stick to what the Coneheads tell them i.e. that they come from France. In the eyes of 

human characters they are therefore literally European migrants and thus perfectly embody this fi-

gure of the alien/migrant. 

  

 1. Visual representation: 

Here too, the representation of the alien/migrant is closer to a humanoid representation than an ani-

mal one, with once again a visual mise en scène of the film occupying a consequent place in their 

characterisation. Some different and disproportionate physical features give the characters their 

comic and absurd side while at the same time emphasising the difference between the alien/migrant 

and the human. As the title of the film indicates, these aliens are recognisable by their cone-shaped 

heads. Their dentition is also very different with three rows of pointed teeth and a stretchable jaw to 

enlarge their mouth and they have no buttocks as such but rather a flat behind with two small an-

tennae in the lower back. These features at first glance have a function that is above all comical and 
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absurd. However, in my opinion, it also contribute to represent this alien/migrant as profoundly dif-

ferent and also wild, especially with that carnivorous dentition. Even if this stereotypical representa-

tion of the alien/migrant as being strange and carnivorous does not seem to disturb the human cha-

racters in their interactions with the Coneheads and everyone continues to interact with each other, 

accepting the Coneheads family into the human/American community. In fact, despite the accentua-

ted physical difference, it is by no means an object of concern within human society. The same is 

true when it comes to their voice and writing. Beldar and Prymaat are fluent in English, but express 

themselves with a very robotic tone and use unnecessarily technical and scientific terms such as 

"midday cessation of activity for protein-carbo intake" instead of lunch for instance. Their handwri-

ting is made of symbols and hieroglyphics as can be seen at the beginning of the film when they 

check into a motel. But here again, just as with their visual characteristics visible on screen, their 

writing and way of speaking do not cause humans to worry or actively question the behaviour of the 

Conehead couple.     

 Their daily diet is consistently depicted throughout the film and is also part of the characters' 

portrayal bringing connotations related to the alien/migrant. The Coneheads essentially eat whate-

ver they can get their hands on, from massive amounts of already processed food such as pancakes 

to Spam cans or crackers. But they also eat a lot of other things deemed inedible for humans, such 

as rolls of toilet paper, pizzas sprinkled with pencil shavings, not to mention hoover dust or the 

fibreglass insulation of the house. Beldar goes as far as to eat his wife's umbilical cord at the birth 

of their daughter Connie. In addition, the viewer can see Beldar smoking a whole pack of cigarettes 

at the same time or using a condom as chewing gum or sleeping upright.  

 Once again, the satirical side of this science fiction film is undeniable and these representa-

tions are primarily put in place to make the viewer laugh and be entertained, but it still has the ef-
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fect of insisting on the difference between the figure of the alien/migrant and the human by putting 

the former on a different level from the latter. Through all these representations explained above, 

and contrary to composed and civilised human characters in the film, the alien/migrant  is wacky, 

immature and therefore in a way more uncivilised than his human companions. The second part of 

the film goes even further in this view of the alien/migrant as a clearly uncivilised character. The 

planet of origin of the Coneheads is portrayed as a medieval and monarchic dictatorship with a king 

deciding that anyone who does not respect Remulak's rules will be tried for treason and will under-

go the fatal sentence of facing a fierce creature called Garthok. Because Beldar has had his teeth 

fixed on Earth in order to assimilate into human society, he must face this creature upon his return. 

This kind of representation showing the Other's civilisation as clearly primitive and uncivilised is a 

form of "fantastic orientalist" representation where the Other and his homeland are fantasised as a 

low intelligence being living in an undemocratic and uncivilised civilisation compared to Wester-

ners and the Western world.  

  

 2. General perspective of the alien/migrant character: 

Coneheads is one of those polyvalent films showing both pejorative representations of the alien/mi-

grant character but also progressive ones not only in its visual characterisation but more globally in 

the narration of the film. The irony of this film is present from the first moment of the narrative. 

The very first scene shows a US National Guard employee watching an old episode of the Star Trek 

television series in which Canadian actor William Shatner fights some sort of reptilian alien. This 

little wink points to how, generally speaking, the figure of the alien is portrayed in the media, i.e. as 

a threatening species, but also to show a counter-representation of this alien here as a rather benevo-
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lent character throughout the film. Beldar may have wanted to destroy and enslave the Earth at the 

beginning of the film, but he very easily becomes an assimilated and "converted" character within 

Western American society. Despite the film's apparent innocence behind the comedy genre, the vi-

ewer is presented with a version of the American Dream as being accessible to everyone, even for 

an alien/migrant. Beldar's behaviour may be strange in the story, but he is willing to work hard, 

following a piece of advice from a friend on how to succeed in America: "Look good, be your own 

boss, never get chained to a desk and when it comes to business, take cash only". With this, Beldar 

will illustrate what many people imagine to be the stereotypical imagery of the American family, 

i.e. a father supporting his wife and daughter, working hard to eventually open his own business (in 

this case a driving school business). The Coneheads eventually buy a house in the suburbs of New 

Jersey and are active in the local community. Their portrayal shows a family that has completely 

absorbed the Western American model and gives a very different image of the alien/migrant compa-

red to many other films showing illegal migrants as a threat to society. Here, the alien/migrant, de-

spite his weirdness and clumsiness, is on the same level through work and effort as any human be-

ing. 

  The humans in the film continually accept the different perspective of the Coneheads. De-

spite their alienness, the Coneheads are not judged and none of the humans are afraid of them. The 

simple explanation they use when they say they come from France seems to be enough for everyo-

ne. One can therefore assume that the intention is to show that, despite certain orientalist views and 

the representation of what is not American in the film, Americans are so used to having different 

origins, histories, cultures, habits and looks that no one thinks twice about the weirdness of the Co-

neheads. Not even in the hospital scene for example with the intense birth of Beldar's daughter or 

during the dentist scene when the dentist looks at Beldar's three rows of sharp teeth. In both cases 

there are no strong reactions, except for a few shocked faces. However, their assimilation and the 

acceptance of their strangeness is not total and a certain erasing of their identity is to be noted with 

the anglicisation of their surname from "Clorhone" to Coneheads or when Beldar goes to the dentist 

to have his teeth redone in order to be more easily accepted by the human population.  

 The only rejection of these immigrants on Earth is represented by the film's villainous cha-

racter, the immigration agent, Gorman Seedling. I argue that this character is a symbol of a certain 

American paranoia towards immigration. The film portrays him as an agent whose plan is to put 

electric collars around Mexican immigrants' necks so that they are electrocuted at the border if they 

try to come back illegally. His orientalist vision of the other character is quite obvious, thinking first 

of all that the Coneheads come from Brazil or Korea and using terms like "filth" to refer to them. 
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However, even he, in the end, is ready to give the Coneheads family a green card to stay in the US 

because of their "job skill that no U.S citizen possesses", showing once again the alien/migrant ca-

pable of adapting, integrating and contributing to American society. 

 Coneheads is a satirical comedy that portrays a globally positive figure of the alien/migrant, 

capable of adapting, integrating and contributing to American society. Despite an obvious irony pre-

sent through the absurd aspect of this alien migrant, the story also includes an Orientalist portrayal 

of the character, albeit under a comic veil but with immature, childish, animalistic and savage attri-

butes, showing the people of his barbaric planet enjoying the sacrifices of the "traitors" at the hand 

of the Gathrok monster, similar to gladiatorial battles in Roman times. In other words, there is also a 

type of portrayal that shows the alien/migrant as not really civilised, but rather learning to be civili-

sed by assimilating into the American way of life. 
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Contextualisation:  

Men In Black is without a doubt the most famous of the three films chosen for the pre 9/11 period 

due to its huge commercial success. Adapted from the comic book The Men in Black and released in 

the summer of 1997, this film was produced by the major Hollywood production company Colum-

bia Pictures and directed by Barry Sonnenfeld who was hired after his previous popular success, 

The Addams Family in 1991.The cast also embodies the ambition of a blockbuster with very well 

known and popular actors at the time such as Tommy Lee Jones, already known worldwide for 

films including The Fugitive (1993), JFK (1991) or Natural Born Killer (1994), or Will Smith, a 

promising young actor after the very popular series The Fresh Prince of Bel Air (1990-1996) and 

other blockbusters such as Independence Day (1996) or Bad boys (1995). The film’s budget of 

around 90 million dollars grossed 250 million dollars in the United States and 340 million dollars in 

the rest of the world. On the basis of its success, this film will be the starting point of a media fran-
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chise with two other episodes in 2002 and 2012, an animated series for children (1997-2001) and a 

spin-off, Men In Black: International (2019).  

Film summary: 

The storyline of Men In Black revolves around two federal agents: K (Tommy Lee Jones) and J 

(Will Smith) working for a secret agency called MIB (Men In Black) which goal is to control all 

alien activity on planet Earth. The agency was created after an initial encounter between humans 

and intergalactic refugees who declared planet Earth an "apolitical zone for creatures without a pla-

net" in the 1960s. In the present time of the film, about 1,500 aliens hidden under human appearan-

ce are now living on the planet, most of them in New York. Shortly after J is recruited by K, they 

must investigate the illegal crash of an alien ship in upstate New York that turns out to be a giant 

alien bug sent to Earth to retrieve "The Galaxy", a powerful subatomic energy device hidden by 

another alien species in open conflict with the Bug species: the Arquilians. Leaving a few bodies on 

his way to Manhattan, the alien Bug manages to seize the device by killing its keeper: a royal mem-

ber of the Arquilian kingdom. When the two agents discover the murder too late and the Arquillians 

learn of the incident, the MIB is held responsible and must find "The Galaxy" within an hour or risk 

seeing the entire planet destroyed. The two agents therefore track down the illegal alien before it 

escapes from Earth and manage to recover the weapon but not without a final fight with the alien. 

Using a "neurolyser", the fetish weapon of any MIB agent, the film ends with Agent J erasing Agent 

K's memory at his own request so that he can resume a normal civilian life with his wife who 

thought he had been dead for several decades. 

Findings: 

In the same way as the two previous films, Men In Black, while being a mainstream film, also add-

resses the issue of immigration in the United States by quickly presenting the Earth as an asylum 

zone for aliens in danger on their own planet or galaxy since the 60s. Moreover, with a main plot 

involving two MIB agents trying to save the Earth from an illegal alien, the analogy of this Earth 

asylum as a metaphor for the United States as a place for the many waves of immigration that arri-

ved from the beginning of the 20th century is quite acceptable, especially with a plot taking place in 

New York, the historical place of immigration in this country.  
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 1.How does the alien looks like?  

The first important aspect to be looked at closely is the work of visual representation of the alien/

migrant through the visual mise en scène - make-up work, prosthetics and CGI effects - which pa-

radoxically sends both progressive and pejorative/stereotypical messages of what this figure can 

refer to for the viewer. 

 While in the case of many films the visual representation of the alien/migrant on Earth is 

reduced to one look in which all aliens resemble each other as a single mass entity, Men in Black 

depicts the figure in a different way, showing multitudes of alien species on Earth physically and 

mentally different from each other and living alongside humans. One of the foundations of how we 

view humanity is the individual uniqueness and the physical and mental variety creating the com-

plexity of our identities. In the same way here then, my argument is that Men In Black by visually 

representing the alien/migrant so diversely gives the character a symbolically more human visual 

representation with a proper identity for each alien living on Earth. This works also in the same fa-

shion regarding speech as each alien race has been given their own language which is presented 

within the narrative. The migrant is not here with his fellow aliens as a single mass but is rather at 

the same level as the humans, i.e. a complex being with his own identity and history just as 

thousands of other aliens/migrants who have taken refuge on the planet.   

 However, despite a more human representation on this aspect, other visual features tend to 

distance the human from the alien and to accentuate the difference between the two figures. The 

visual appearance of the aliens is generally not very favourable suggesting suspicious characters 

and in the same way as in the two previous films, accompanied with several features suggesting 

animality. Although the film tries to show a diversity of aliens/migrants in its depiction, the film 

also uses many stereotypes generalising the character in a negative way. The more evil, 

untrustworthy and savage the alien/migrant's intentions are within the narrative, the uglier, disgus-

ting and animalistic his representation will be. One example may be The Annelids, worm-like aliens 

with antennas working within the MIB who look suspicious by their behaviour, being petty, spea-

king without meaning and in the end not being very loyal to the institution that hired them as they 

decide to leave Earth as soon as the Arquillians threatened to destroy the planet. Perhaps the best 

example is the main villain of the story, an illegal alien arrived on Earth to steal "The Galaxy". His 

visual representation is disgusting, threatening and savage. He has no identity of his own, being 

mainly identified as "Bug". Unlike many other aliens in the film, when he takes off his human dis-
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guise, he has absolutely no humanoid features looking more like a monstrous giant wild cockroach. 

He does not speak and rather roars like a wild animal. Its visual representation is far from innocent. 

In addition to being an alien/migrant, this character has the peculiar characteristic of being an illegal 

on Earth. Symbolically speaking, cockroaches have a very negative connotation as they are conside-

red as parasites whose reputation is not only to be very difficult to kill, but also to reproduce massi-

vely and rapidly. What the viewer sees in front of him, therefore, is an association of the illegal mi-

grant alien with a parasite capable of spreading rapidly and undoubtedly dangerous to Earth. This 

depiction of “Edgar the bug” - Edgar was the name of the farmer killed by the main villain and 

whose body the bug then uses as a camouflage - is an analogy of the real threat: illegal migration as 

something clearly dangerous for the world that must be stopped using all necessary ways even let-

hal ones. Agent K sums it up quite well referring to "Edgar" as someone who "thrives on 

carnage...they consume, infest and destroy and live off the death of other species". My point is that 

the alien/illegal migrant is clearly identified as a real threat and inevitably refers to a certain analo-

gy of the West and in particular to the United States considering illegal immigration as a high sour-

ce of threat.  

 However, there is a certain similarity even in the representation of legal aliens on Earth, ma-

king sure to separate the "good" aliens from the "bad" aliens. Jack Jeebs, a pawnbroker that agents 

K and J meet at the beginning of the film is an example of a "bad" alien represented in a very stere-

otypical way suggesting a strange character who is necessarily shady and guilty of something. The 

agents duo indeed suspects him of selling illegal weapons to aliens alongside his legal activity. His 

human visual appearance: a dirty and not very handsome man with a broken eye and protruding te-

eth is primarily constructed here to emphasise his strangeness and gives a suspicious impression of 

the character in the eyes of the viewer. This visual construction of Jeebs fits in my opinion into a 
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model with preconceived ideas suggesting that a criminal  - or here an alien/migrant - is above all 

already suspicious through his appearance. The point is proven when it is revealed that Jeebs was 

indeed selling black market intergalactic weapons to other aliens/migrants on Earth. Even the hu-

man disguise that the main villain uses, while being stolen from a rough and dirty looking farmer 

character, starts to look more and more gross and shady as the movie progresses. The rotting body 

occupied by The Bug displays a strange behaviour, speaks with an unclear elocution and has some 

asymmetrical features. To sum up, what we can conclude here is that any alien/migrant looking 

suspicious visually is necessarily guilty of something illegal. 

 On the other hand, the "good" alien is also automatically a legal, lawful alien and represen-

ted as unsuspecting, civilised and very clean-looking. The couple arrested by K and J in the middle 

of New Jersey although they were not allowed to leave the Manhattan area, and the Arquilian royal-

ty refugee who owns the “Galaxy" are two clear examples of the strong difference in the representa-

tion of the alien/migrant in two classes: the legal one, who is mostly white, well-mannered and obe-

dient to the law, and the suspicious alien, who is probably illegal, shady and odd-looking, therefore 

necessarily guilty of something. 

  

 2. The problems caused by the “good” aliens and the need to control them all. 

Not only is there a pretty clear distinction between the “good” and the “bad” aliens through a visual 

stereotyped representation but the film also hints that even the "good" alien/migrant is a potential 

source of problem. It is the presence of the "good” Arquillian alien refugee "Gentle Rosenberg”on 

Earth that brings Edgar the bug to New York. As a consequence, Earth is somehow caught up in the 

conflict between the Arquilian clan and the alien bug clan, putting in peril the future of the planet 
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itself since it is threatened of destruction by the Arquillians’ ultimatum. And so it seems that whet-

her the alien/migrant figure has good or bad intentions, his presence on Earth will always be a po-

tential source of problems for the Earth/U.S.A. 

 Hence it seems that one of the arguments raised by this film is the absolute necessity to con-

trol the actions of all the aliens/migrants on Earth. This securitarian approach of constantly monito-

ring all aliens living on Earth counterbalances the rather progressive portrayal of their representa-

tion. The "good" and legal alien/migrant is welcome on Earth, but in limited quantities and under 

strict rules regulated by the MIB. The film shows the MIB headquarters as a crossing point between 

a border patrol station at an airport and multiple offices where aliens arriving on Earth are checked 

for the safety of planet Earth. Control and surveillance are thus notions at the heart of the Men In 

Black story and particularly highlighted when Agent K shows Agent J the MIB headquarters for the 

first time and takes him to a control panel where two multi-armed aliens, the "Blup" and "Bob" 

twins, are in charge of monitoring the locations of each registered alien on Earth; some of them be-

ing under permanent surveillance. All aliens/migrants are not only monitored, but they are also not 
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26. Example of a multiscreen monitoring alien humans activity. 

23. Overview of the MIB headquarters. 24. Different aliens at the immigration office of the MIB headquarters.

25. The control panel where the “twin” aliens control all the aliens.



allowed to move around freely, having specific areas to respect in which they can live and stay. To 

sum up, despite a progressive global representation of this figure showing legal aliens from diffe-

rent backgrounds and globally well integrated, this does not happen without strict rules and constant 

surveillance. The character of the alien/migrant therefore has a troubled and unreliable status as a 

refugee on Earth.  

 Men In Black shows contradictory representations of the alien/migrant figure. Despite an 

apparent will to portray it as a full-fledged character at the same level as the human being, some of 

the representations nonetheless nuance this, showing many aliens with animalistic, insectoid and 

primitive traits, insisting once again on a difference between the uncivilised “Them" and the civili-

sed "Us". The fact that each alien refugee on Earth has to "appear" human in order to assimilate into 

society also illustrates a certain denial of their identity which cancels the other desire of the film to 

present a positive aspect of the alien/migrant. Moreover, not all migrants are welcome, the movie 

showing a discrepancy between the "good" alien who comes to the United States legally and the 

"bad" illegal alien who is physically not attractive or shady and who probably brings illegal activiti-

es threatening the stability of society. As in the two previous films, there is both an attempt to repre-

sent the alien/migrant figure in an inclusive manner but also many derogatory, even xenophobic 

elements relegating this figure to a lower standard than that of the Western American, by conside-

ring it either as uncivilised and/or potentially threatening to Western society. 
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8.2. After 9/11: 

Contextualisation: 

District 9, released in 2009, is the first film by South African and Canadian director Neil Blom-

kamp, adapted from his own short film Alive in Joburg in 2006. Although his story takes place in 

Johannesburg and draws multiple parallels with the 40-year apartheid era in the country, I argue the 

movie can still be considered a Hollywood blockbuster as it is co-produced by Tristar Pictures and 

WingNut Films, Peter Jackson's production company, with the intention of being widely distributed 

around the world. With a budget of 30 million dollars, the film brought in three times as much mo-

ney at the American box office alone. The story told through the lens of South African history, i.e. 

apartheid, clearly addresses the issue of migrants in a more global way as well as the perception of 

the Other by western society. 
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Film summary: 

District 9 is essentially the story of an alien population called "prawns" by humans, who arrived on 

Earth aboard a distressed spaceship over the South African city of Johannesburg in 1982. Finding 

more than a million aliens living in appalling conditions, the South African government, under 

pressure from other international forces, placed them in a refugee camp called District 9. However, 

the situation becomes precarious over the years due to the lack of means to improve the conditions 

of the camp and 28 years later, with an alien population that has more than doubled, the supposedly 

humanitarian District 9 looks more like a slum where insecurity and criminality are rampant. This 

causes tension among the human population, now questioning the very legitimacy of their presence. 

The situation is thus handed over to Multi-National United (MNU), a private military company 

more interested in the advanced military technology of those aliens than their fate. The company 

decides to relocate all aliens/migrants to a new camp called District 10 to be located far from the 

eyes of the South African population, 200 km away from Johannesburg. The entire narrative follows 

this relocation operation supervised by Wikus Van der Merwe, the naive son-in-law of an MNU 

executive. Handing out eviction notices, Wikus meets the alien "Christopher Johnson" and his son 

and gets accidentally exposed to a black fluid. This fluid had been 20 years in the making by the 

alien father and son and was what they needed to restart a hidden module with which they could 

rejoin the main ship and leave Earth. Because of that, Wikus sees his body quickly transform into 

that of an alien causing great interest among MNU representatives who will not hesitate to torture 

him as they see his hybridity as a potential alien/human weapon. Managing to escape, Wikus makes 

a deal with Johnson by helping him recover more black fluid in exchange for Johnson’s help to re-

verse Wikus' transformation once in the main ship. However, seeing the fate inflicted to many of his 

fellow aliens, secretly tortured by MNU, Johnson chooses to return directly to his planet to seek 

help while still promising to heal Wikus when he comes back to Earth. The film ends with the alien 

and his son managing to leave the planet aboard the main spaceship, to the delight of many people 

of Johannesburg. Wikus is still alive but completely transformed into a "prawn" and therefore unre-

cognisable among the other aliens who have now been moved to the new camp, District 10. 

Findings: 

The significant societal dimension of the District 9 narrative is undeniable given the evident evoca-

tion of the segregationist racial system of apartheid set up between black and white South Africans 
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from 1948 to the early 1990s. Here, the segregationist system lies between the alien/migrant figure 

and the South African human population. 

  

 1. The visual look of the alien :  

Once again, the visual representation of the character via prosthetics on the actors but also CGI ef-

fects is crucial to understand the overall characterisation of the alien/migrant. Many symbolisms 

and connotations directly associated with the unattractive physical appearance of the alien/migrant 

give some direction on how to understand the figure in this film. Apart from his two arms and legs 

this alien has not much in common with a human being physically speaking. His visual appearance 

is more that of an insect with antennas on the head and a body clearly reminiscent of a cockroach. 

This insectoid appearance suggests a derogatory connotation towards this character associating it 

directly to feelings of disgust, filth but also potential danger. Moreover, the refugee camp environ-

ment where the “prawns" live associates them even further, in my opinion, with symbols of repug-

nance and wildness. District 9 has become an open dump over the years and it is clearly implied 

that these aliens are responsible for it. These outsiders are surrounded by garbage and and some of 

them have even seen their bodies more or less fuse with detritus. This symbolism of the alien/mi-

grant as having become more or less garbage itself is quite clear here. Further on in the narrative, 

Wikus invites the camera that follows him through the camp to film a shack that has been transfor-

med into an illegal alien nursery. Inside, the viewer sees a mixture of rotten animal carcasses con-

nected by pipes to bloody black pods. This mise en scène once again highlights the alien's mode of 

conception/reproduction as something repulsive, not to say monstrous, and certainly not human. In 
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28. Another alien with detritus and auto spark bugs imbedded in his 

body. 

27. The face of one of the "prawn" aliens with an insect-like appearan-

ce.



the same perspective, their diet also shows a great animality and savagery in their behavior, un-

derlining once again the difference between them and us. These aliens eat garbage, raw meat lefto-

vers and even rubber tires. They eat whatever they can find, mostly inedible food for humans, such 

as canned cat food which is their main source of nutrition. These cans make the aliens go into a 

trance state and make them capable of accepting anything just for a can or two, such as giving away 

important alien weaponry. Some even go so far as not even taking the time to open the can and eat it 

as is. Again, I think these are important details to emphasise in their representation because it asso-

ciates the alien/migrant on the one hand with an animalistic aspect through their diet, and on the 

other hand with a certain notion of addiction, another recurring stereotype of the migrant figure in 

our society. And when Wikus hides in District 9 in the middle of the narrative, he also ends up fal-

ling for canned cat food because of his slow transformation into a "prawn", making him irremedi-

ably craving this type of food, which also disgusts him by realising the slow loss of his humanity. 
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29. The alien nursery: a mix of animal carcasses, tubes and aliens 

pods.

30. Two aliens pods where aliens babies are bred.  

32. One alien eating a cat food can given by MNU in exchange for his 

eviction to District 10. 

31. One alien butchering raw cow heads. 



  

 2. General perspective of the alien/migrant character: 

However, in my opinion, despite a visual representation that is rather about making the alien 

unattractive to the viewer, its representation is a little more nuanced. Empathy for the fate of the 

“prawns” is generated all along the film by showing these aliens/migrants persecuted, tortured and 

treated very poorly by MNU and the human population considering them more or less as vermin. 

Yet the intentionally generated empathy does not prevent at the same time an unfavourable charac-

terisation of the alien. The term "prawn" used to name the alien, in my opinion, conceals a very la-

tent and derogatory racism towards this figure. The name together with this figure’s behaviour - 

digging, eating and above all living in the middle of garbage - does parallel the figure of the prawn 

feeding on scraps at the bottom of the sea and collecting filth on their bodies and thus legitimising 

the offensive “prawn” appellation. 

 The lack of identity and therefore of humanity of these aliens in the narrative is also to be 

underlined. Only one alien is aptly named (Christopher Johnson) and no other, not even Johnson's 

son, yet occupying a significant place within the narrative, has a name in the movie. This lack of 

identity operates on other levels as well. The real name of their race is not known, no information is 

provided about their home planet neither the reasons of their arrival on Earth although the viewer 

can see many aliens speaking English. While it is said the alien population has increased during all 

those years to reach 2.5 million in the camp, no explanation is given as to how they are able to re-

produce. Although there is the scene of the illegal nursery being burned by Wikus with aliens pods 

still inside plus Christopher Johnson's son’s presence in the story, no alien female is seen or sugges-

ted in the film. All this constitutes minor details in the story but still stresses, in my opinion, the in-

humanity of the aliens. They are summarily labeled as "prawns" without origins or explanations on 

why they are here and thus without any real identity. Moreover the mystery surrounding their re-

production also insinuates they are hermaphrodites, i. e. capable of reproducing themselves, a speci-

ficity present only in some animals.  

 Only "Christopher Johnson" shows a certain level of intelligence and compassion - especial-

ly towards Wikus' situation - and he is therefore the only alien who can be considered as "human" 

through his behaviour in this narrative. This character is even portrayed in a more humane way 

compared to other humans in the story, being more merciless toward others. However the rest of the 

aliens/migrants are not individualised, but rather considered as the one and same mass character: the 

animalistic alien/migrant living in the wild in the District 9 slum. This derogatory stereotype of the 
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alien represented as one and the same and a threat to human civilisation is seen very often in a genre 

such as science fiction or horror. The aliens here are aggressive and violent, not very intellectually 

developed, destroying practically everything they see and thus not contributing in any way to the 

functioning of human society. In addition, there are numerous interviews with journalists, acade-

mics and scientists, all "specialists" of the situation, bringing some type of "truth" and credibility 

through their status on what these aliens/migrants are. For many of them, these migrants are uncivi-

lised, considered as "unable to think for themselves" or "without initiative" according to an entomo-

logist for instance. This practice of representation refers to the practice of orientalism explained at 

the beginning of this thesis and describing how in the majority of cases the Eastern Other is descri-

bed as inferior and/or uncivilised compared to the Western man through his customs and practices, 

and thus possibly dangerous for the West.  
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34. The interview of a south African woman considering the aliens as 

thieves and killers while one alien is rummaging for food in garbage. 

34. One of the aliens with a gun ready to confront the MNU crew ar-

riving to give out eviction notices. 

33. One of the sequences showing aliens in District 9 rioting and 

destroying things around the camp.

35. A sequence of an entomologist asserting those aliens to be not 

intelligent enough for human civilisation. 



  Also in some ways these "prawns" bring problems and criminality by their simple presence 

attracting Nigerian gangs also described in a very stereotypical and offensive way. Those Nigerians, 

another kind of foreigner/migrant in South Africa, are portrayed with very strong racist stereotypes. 

They are described in no particular order as criminals, cannibals, practicing witchcraft and organi-

sing inter-species prostitution. Illegal insect fights, in a similar way as dog or cock fights are also 

organised as well as exchanges of powerful alien weapons against cat food. 

 Finally, District 9 is the first film analysed to concretely make a link between the alien/mi-

grant and its terrorist potential when Wikus and Johnson raid the MNU headquarters to retrieve the 

crucial black fluid fuel cylinder to reach the main vessel suspended over Johannesburg. The duo 

goes there heavily armed, causing numerous casualties in the operation but succeeding in their mis-

sion. From that point on, the duo is clearly identified on all television channels and the attack is 

considered a terrorist attack. Those images are necessarily reminiscent of similar real life events 

that, we, the viewers can see on television. The fake documentary style of the film as well as the 

realistic images of these TV channels contribute to making this narrative and thus these aliens/mi-

grants more authentic and real despite the fantastic or even horror orientation of the movie. This 

cinematic style shows the false reality of those aliens/migrants as a metaphor of the true reality of 

some migrants of our time. The images of these aliens locked up and abandoned in District 9 can be 

put in parallel to the multitudes of images seen on television and elsewhere of real migrants cram-

med into refugee camps in Europe for instance. In the same way, the beginning of the film exposing 

the situation of the aliens by mixing both fake interviews and human testimonies about these 

"prawns" with real archive images of South Africans expressing their very strong opinions during 

the Apartheid, put a touch of reality to this fantastic story. This type of mise en scène, as well as the 
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37. One of the first reactions after the attack considering it as terrorist. 36. News tv images after Wikus and Johnson’s attack on the MNU 

headquarters.



intensive use of handheld camera, integrates the spectator himself into the story as if he were 

watching a real documentary.  

  

 The overall representation of the aliens/migrants in District 9 is that they are violent, savage 

and illegal. Their physical appearance clearly refers to notions of disgust, filth and non-humanity. 

And despite the mostly positive portrayal of Christopher Johnson's character as a "good" alien and 

the emphatic portrayal of this figure throughout the film showing him being persecuted and/or tor-

tured by the MNU, the majority of these aliens are perceived as threatening, savage and uncivilised. 

The end of the film emphasises this point. Koobus, one of the main antagonists of the story being 

on the verge of ending Wikus' life after his alien transformation, is attacked and violently dismem-

bered and then eaten by a group of aliens. This moment once again displays the image of this alien 

as violent and dangerous. Moreover, the question of a possible alien/migrant invasion remains 

unanswered after Christopher Johnson finally reaches the main ship overlooking Johannesburg to 

leave Earth. One of the film's commentators even wonders if Johnson will ever come back one day 

to get his fellow aliens who remained on Earth and "whether or not he will come back and declare a 

war on us" reinforcing even more the notion of potential terrorism linked to this alien/migrant. 
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39. The main commentator of this “documentary”showing doubt and 

fear toward the alien coming back on Earth to retaliate with violence.

38. The ending with a group of aliens saving Wikus at the last minute 

and violently killing Koobus, one of the main villains of the film.



 

The Transformers franchise (2007-2017) 

Contextualisation: 

The Transformers world-famous movie franchise started in 2007 and is originally derived from toys 

of the same name and partly created in the 1980s by Hasbro, a major American toy company also 

behind other Hollywood movies derived from toys such as G.I. Joe (2009) or Battleship (2012). My 

comments will be mainly based on the first film, but also accompanied with a few but important 

remarks on the third, fourth and fifth film respectively titled Transformers: Dark of The Moon 

(2011), Transformers: Age of Extinction (2014) and Transformers: The Last Knight (2017). This 

franchise has the common point to have been directed by the same director: Michael Bay, known 

internationally for numerous high budget and popular productions such as Bad Boys (1995), Arma-

geddon (1998) or Pearl Harbor (2001) at the time. The casting of this blockbuster franchise shows 

actors either at the height of their fame at time of release like Shia LaBeouf or Megan Fox or con-

firmed veteran actors within the Hollywood industry such as John Turturro, Frances McDormand or 

Mark Wahlberg replacing Shia LaBeouf as the main character in the third film. From a substantial 

budget of $150 million for the first films to about $200 million for the later ones, the films made 

significant profits and grossed at least double for each of them. The franchise as a whole earned a 
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total of just under $5 billion worldwide in theatrical releases alone , giving an idea of the kind of 70

popularity these films have and thus of the potential impact of their content on the viewers. 

Film summary: 

Transformers (2007) is the first film of the franchise telling the story of an endless conflict between 

two clans of humanoid space robots capable of transforming themselves into mechanical devices 

especially vehicles: the heroic Autobots led by Optimus Prime and the evil Decepticons led by 

Megatron. Their conflict began millions of years ago to the point of wrecking their own planet Cy-

bertron. The object of this confrontation revolves in this episode around the possession of the "All-

Spark", an artifact capable of creating life in any mechanical or electronic object; hence the Decep-

ticons' desire to obtain the device in order to create their own army to gain control of the planet. 

However, during a conflict, the "AllSpark" is lost in space with both clans searching for it. This de-

vice eventually crashes on Earth, effectively displacing the conflict between the two clans on our 

planet. With the help of the initially suspicious U.S. military (who had found and kept the device 

decades earlier without revealing it to the Autobots) but also with the help of Sam Witwicky (Shia 

Labeouf) a teenager who acquired Optimus' lieutenant "Bumblebee" as his first car without know-

ing his alien status, the Autobots search for the AllSpark to destroy it before Megatron gets his 

hands on it. After a final battle at "Mission City", the threat is finally brought under control by Sam, 

whose initial plan to sacrifice Optimus Prime by putting the AllSpark in his chest opted to insert the 

device into Megatron's, triggering an energy surge killing him. After thanking Sam for his heroism 

in saving the fate of the Autobots and Earth, the movie ends with Optimus Prime realising that the 

hope of reviving his planet Cybertron has vanished because of the destruction of the AllSpark.  

However, he leaves a broadcast message for all Autobots left or hidden somewhere in Space and on 

Earth to join him and make the planet their new home. 

Findings: 

This series of movies are not just pure action entertainment as they also carry values and meanings 

regarding American ideals and patriotism. The transformer character not being a human creation but 

 Go see: https://www.the-numbers.com/movies/franchise/Transformers#tab=summary70
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instead coming from space incarnates a certain vision of the Other/migrant in the United States as 

well as what it takes to be American. The robots - in particular the Autobots, humans’ allies - are a 

metaphor of the Other/migrant coming and trying to assimilate in the United States. The contextual 

aspect of their original planet being doomed because of their civil war undeniably reminds the 

viewer of the real story of many asylum seeking refugees leaving their native countries for a variety 

of reasons putting their lives at risk while looking for a more secure place. The fact that Optimus 

Prime and other Autobots consider Earth as their new home at the end of the film reinforces this 

feeling of actual migrants. Their status is not clear until the third film where Sam Witwicky, their 

closest human ally, refers to them as “political refugees”. Later in that same scene, one of the same 

robots defends its status saying they are not pets or toys but rather "an advanced, genius alien race 

looking for home”. Thus the social and political aspect of those robots is clearly emphasised in this 

highly entertainment focused action franchise. 

 1. The visual representation of the Transformers.  

The visual characterisation of these robots/migrants is omnipresent mainly through mise en scène 

and CGI effects but also through a certain cinematography giving the viewer many clues on how to 

apprehend and consider this figure. The cinematographic style of the whole franchise is organised 

in order to show the imposing and dominant dimension of the robot in front of the human. Many of 

the shots depicting these robots are long shots or often low angle shots stressing the imposing size 

of these aliens and giving them in turn an epic and "cool" dimension. The visual is for instance also 

used to show the difference between the "good" alien and the "bad" alien especially via the use of 
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41. One example of a low angle shot present many times in all the 

episodes definitely suggesting the superiority of the robots over the 

humans. 

40. A long shot of a few Autobots in a U.S military base in discussion 

with a few humans. The shot definitely emphasises the power of the 

robots through their size in contrast with us, tiny humans. 



colours that represent the two clans. Thus except for the very beginning of the first episode where 

we see the Autobots in their original form i.e. with a naked raw skeletal appearance, their design is 

generally modern and flamboyant with many primary colours while the Decepticons are rather rep-

resented in dark colours. What is also interesting to note is the fact that it is the Autobots who de-

cide to adopt a look more "in phase" with the American society in which they have just arrived by 

taking the form of vehicles deeply embedded in American collective imagination. The head of the 

Autobots, Optimus Prime, converts into a blue and red (the dominant colours of the American flag) 

Peterbilt truck. His sidekick Bumblebee takes the shape of a Chevrolet Camaro, while the rest of the 

band opts for other similar American brands such as Pontiac, Hummer or GMC. This visual choice 

is undoubtedly symbolic as it shows the desire to represent these robots/migrants abandoning their 

original visual identity to embrace a more American one, with all these car brands belonging to 
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43. The Autobots after having chosen their permanent “costumes” 

quickly after their arrival on Earth with Optimus Prime, Leader of the 

Autobots in red and blue in the middle. 

42. The same Autobots transformed in modern cars in order not to be 

recognised as aliens robots. 

45. One of the Decepticons attacking the US military in Qatar named 

Scorponok who takes the shape of a scorpion.

44. One Decepticon named Schockwave looking like a cyclops with one 

eye and beside him another Decepticon robot appearing as a giant 

worm.



General Motors, the emblematic and leading car manufacturer in the country. And so right from the 

start these robots are set to be the “good” robots/migrants because they physically adopt symbols 

representing the pride of America which is not the case for the Decepticons. Those bright and flam-

boyant colours play a contrast with the antagonistic Decepticons and their greyish or black colours, 

mostly transforming themselves into either military or construction trucks or in the form of wild 

animals or monsters. Close-up shots are used in the same vein to show Autobots with more humane 

features compared to the Decepticons that are of a more animalistic and threatening nature. The 

former have a more humanoid face and blue eyes while the latter have red eyes and savage features 

such as claws, sharp teeth and voices sometimes flirting with animal screams. The Decepticons rep-

resent the typical stereotype of the violent, wild and untrustworthy animal antagonist. Megatron is 

the picture of the "bad" alien/migrant being wicked and becoming a threat to both Autobots and 

humans. He more or less symbolises death itself mostly through his skeletal armour, becoming in a 
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49. One of the Decepticon hacking Airforce One: his face is definitely 

not humanoid but more instectoid with sharp teeth.

46. Megatron’s face: Less human and more wild and animalistic with 

red eyes to emphasise his wild and violent behaviour.
47. Optimus Prime’s face with blue eyes and more humanoid features 

than the Decepticon’s leader for instance: Megatron.

48. Another Deception named Laserbeak embodying this time the ap-

pearance of a vulture bird robot.



symbolic way the threat to Western civilisation and values. Film three of the franchise goes further 

in line with my interpretation, depicting Megatron hiding and wounded somewhere in Africa as an 

old garbage truck on its way to its makeshift camp in the middle of a desert. The setting of the scene 

brings to mind a certain symbolism that could make us think, for instance, of the Middle East, the 

new enemy of the United States at the time after the 9/11 events. The fact that Megatron wears a 

headscarf in this scene while at the same moment planning his next attack with fellow robots ampli-

fies this character's resemblance to a jihadist threat from the Middle East, the ever-growing fear of 

American society today. Later in that episode, this threat is carried out with Megatron leading an 

invasion of Washington D.C. ultimately destroying the statue of Abraham Lincoln and sitting in his 

seat. This moment is a complete and clear metaphor for the potential threat of the Other/Alien to 

American values and the result of what that threat could be, that is, a literal destruction of American 

ideals and institutions. The notion of transformation is crucial in Transformers, having also a great 

symbolic impact on this alien/migrant characterisation. The Autobots use it primarily to hide and 
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50. Megatron as an old junkyard truck before his transformation into a 

robot.

51. Megatron’s appearance in the third episode hidden in Africa. 

52. Megatron sitting on Lincoln’s seat at the Lincoln memorial in Washington DC.



blend in whereas the Decepticons use it more for the criminal purposes of infiltration, thus embody-

ing the old spectre of the evil Other character hidden among Americans. Blackout, an enemy robot 

in the first film infiltrates a U.S. military base in Qatar disguised as a Blackhawk helicopter to hack 

into their network. Later, another Decepticon infiltrates Air Force one in the form of a portable 

stereo system to hack into the US military system again. And multiple cases of similar infiltrations 

will occur through the other films. This notion of infiltration of the Other here materialised with 

these robots/migrants is therefore central to the current American paranoia closely linked to the no-

tion of terrorism. Especially if we keep in mind the American context of the time of the first film: 

the very fresh trauma of 9/11, a terrorist attack perpetrated by foreigners "infiltrated" within Ameri-

can society. Thus the Transformer/migrant is definitively associated with a notion of infiltration 

with connotations inevitably referring to notions of suspicions and terrorism characterising the 

alien/migrant as a potential terrorist in a post 9/11 era. 

 2. General perspective of the alien/migrant character: 

The overall impression of the robots in this franchise is that this figure of the Other is feared no 

matter how good or bad his intentions may be from the beginning. 

 However, on the whole the Autobots represent the "good" alien/migrant not only through 

their visual representations but also through their behaviours which are aligned with American 

ideals. Optimus Prime symbolises what a migrant should embody in the United States, i.e. a rapid 

assimilation to Western society.  His truck "attire" is literally in the colours of the American flag, 

red and blue, and he presents himself as a defender of American values such as honour and free-

dom, founding principles of a liberal Western society. This idea of "good assimilation" is one of the 
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53. Optimus Prime leader of the Autobots within its “costume” in red and blue, a remini-

scence of the American flag I argue.



questions at the heart of this franchise reflecting a vision of what a "good" migrant in America is i.e. 

somebody completely devoted to these ideals regardless of the cost, including that of sacrificing 

oneself for the nation. And that is what is shown through Prime’s story in the first episode, ready to 

sacrifice himself in the name of his clan but also of Earth. And although in the end he does not need 

to go through this extreme, the symbolism here is clear and it is even considered as "necessary" for 

the sake of peace and of the planet because "freedom is the right of all sentient things". Heroism 

and bravery are at the center of those scenes and the general narrative associated with Autobots, 

showing them as patriotic migrants ready to give their lives for human civilisation. Decepticons on 

the other hand are the threat reflecting the ancient fear of the Other threatening the loss of American 

identity and values. But in the same way as some previous films analysed here, even the "good" 

robots can be considered just as problematic as the Decepticons because they both create chaos in 

their passage. Both clans are clearly associated with a symbolism of war and violence, destruction 

accompanying them all along their respective screen time. The first film shows the two clans con-

fronting each other several times with a climax in Mission City, a fictional city which destruction 
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57. Another scene of destruction in Transformers: Dark of The Moon 

(2011) where Chicago is being sieged by the Decepticons killing many 

American citizens as collateral damage.

55. Chicago destroyed and invaded by Megatron and the Decepticons 

in the third episode, Transformers: Dark of the Moon (2011).  

54. Megatron in Transformers (2007) transformed as a military plane 

fighting the Autobots and the humans. This image of the villain irreme-

diably reminds the viewer of the 9/11 events. 

56. The climactic sequence of Mission city gives an impression of a city 

under siege and a place of civil war where the citizens are trapped in 

the middle of the chaos between the robots and also the US military.



reminds us of images of real civil wars and of the events of September 11th. The third film shows a 

large part of the city of Chicago destroyed and under siege by the Decepticons. All the films of the 

franchise show the result of these robots/migrants arriving on Earth, i.e. inevitable chaos and de-

struction. There is a notion of ultra-violence linked to the character of the robot/migrant in this fran-

chise. The Transfromers franchise is rated PG-13 so with a warning for parents regarding scenes of 

violence for children under 13 years old. Viewers can be subjected to very graphic violence where 

the robots tear each other apart in such a brutal way that it would not be possible to show the same 

violence between human beings. Whether it is Optimus Prime cutting off the head of a Decepticon 

in the first film or Prime ripping the spine of Megatron in the third film, my argument is that despite 

a general bravery and kindness described in the behaviour of these Autobots, they are also depicted 

as a wild and uncivilised species. Moreover the collateral damage of most these acts committed by 

the two clans are humans themselves. 

 Another negative stereotype in the representation of these "friendly" Autobots is that they 

are portrayed as childish, and not serious, contributing to a feeling of doubt about their integrity to-

wards humans, a theme that is a common thread throughout the franchise in different ways.  A scene 

from the first film shows several Autobots irritated by the behaviour of Sam Witwicky's parents 

even asking Optimus Prime if they can "take them out" before Prime tells them that “[they] don't 

harm humans". This scene is certainly supposed to be humorous for the viewer but also sows doubt, 

in my opinion, as to the real intention of the robots by considering humans as expendable beings, at 

least up to a certain point in the film. Another example of this is in the third film when Brains, a 

small Autobot robot looks under the skirt of Sam's girlfriend before the latter manages to stop him.  

Later, the viewer learns about the crazy looking robot's tendency to spend his time in the underwear 

drawer for "research". And there are other similar examples such as Bumblebee, who urinates on 

federal secret agent Simmons (John Turturro) in the first film to humiliate him. All of this is done in 

a humorous tone intended to make the viewer laugh above all else, but this type of representation is 
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prejudicial to this migrant robot represented in those moments as childish and immature. It would 

be difficult for example to have the same scenes today with human characters doing the same thing 

to other humans. This contributes therefore in part to discredit this figure adding a feeling of mis-

trust and questioning the behaviour of these robots and ultimately their true intentions. 

 The question whether to fully trust these migrant robots runs through all the films of the 

franchise.  It is suggested over and over that even "good" aliens/migrants inevitably bring trouble 

with them, willingly or unwillingly. The third episode Transformers: Dark of the Moon (2011) re-

volves around the story of Optimus Prime and his team managing to recover their supposedly long 

dead former leader Sentinel Prime on the Moon. Bringing him back to Earth, where the Autobots 

work closely with the U.S. military, they guarantee the reliability of their former leader. However, 

the Americans quickly understand that it was all a trap set by Megatron who had made a pact with 

Sentinel Prime a long time ago to end the war between the two clans and rebuild their home planet 

Cybertron together. Viewers see Sentinel Prime betraying Autobots and humans for Cybertron, 

killing many along the way and allowing Megatron and the Decepticons to invade Earth. They take 

control of the country even planning to teleport Cybertron to Earth and use its resources to rebuild 

their planet. Even if this conspiracy is foiled at the end of the film with notably the deaths of Mega-

tron and Sentinel Prime at the hands of Optimus Prime, my point of view is that this episode shows 

that even the allegedly good aliens can betray the humans stressing that aliens cannot be controlled 

and therefore are rarely trustworthy.  

 The fifth film Transformer: The Last Knight (2017) shows Optimus Prime leaving for Cy-

bertron to meet his creators but ends up being turned and brainwashed by Quintessa, one of Cy-

bertron's creators, telling him that Earth is actually the Unicron planet, Cybertron's long-time ene-

my, hence the need to destroy the planet in order for their planet to prosper, which Prime accepts. 

Yet again, even though Optimus Prime is quickly brought to his senses by Bumblebee in this story, 

viewers see another example of Autobots (and not the least since Prime is, as said before, the sym-

bol of what an alien/migrant should be, i.e. loyal and ready to defend American interests above all 

else) able to go rogue and betray humans by becoming a major threat to them. 

 In conclusion the Transformers franchise has both positive and negative representations of 

the alien/robot/migrant character. This “spectacle" plays on the scheme of showing who the "good" 

and the "bad” alien are. The status of the "good" alien is however not stable throughout the narra-

tive with constant doubts about the Autobots' loyalty and trustworthiness. Sometimes the Autobot is 

a brave and heroic ally willing to sacrifice his life for the United States of America and sometimes 
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he is only immature, uncivilised and easily influenced. Sentinel Prime's betrayal in film three leads 

to a persona non grata status of the Autobots on Earth in film four. Not only are they seen as threats, 

but they are seen as expendable because they are replaced by human-built robots in the service of 

the US military. Thus the disposable aspect of the robot/refugee as being considered "good" only 

when it constitutes a labor force at the service of American ideals is clearly underlined even though 

Autobots are the ones to save humanity at the end of this film. The alien/migrant in this franchise is 

someone with a status unequal to that of the human. In order to be accepted he must adhere to 

American values and be willing to sacrifice himself for this country. Still then is this figure consid-

ered at least as a potential threat either by bringing problems through its bare presence as it is the 

case in film three, or by becoming the threat itself as it is the case in film five. In other words, the 

doubt about their reliability is perpetual and this figure is therefore a potential threat to the stability 

of Western society. More importantly, the influence of the 9/11 events is visible at different levels 

throughout the movie franchise through the moments of destruction and cities at war, through the 

notion of infiltration of Americans institutions by the Decepticons and finally through the represen-

tation of Megatron as a terrorist.  
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Contextualisation: 

It was important before ending this section to enter fully in the horror genre even though there were 

several horror-like moments in some of the previous movies. The representation of the migrant is-

sue is not only approached through the alien in the science fiction genre, but also through the figure 

of the monster and the horror genre. The monster in this film is the zombie, a prominent character 

in American popular culture and used extensively over the years to represent many anxieties within 

American society, such as communism or globalism for example, but also, in my opinion, the fear 

of the East and immigration. Academic Sarah Juliet Lauro, editor of the book Zombie Theory, ex-

plains the zombie is an intrinsically "American" monster rooted in the history of American colonial-

ism through slavery and the exploitation of Africa and the Caribbean colonies. In voodoo folklore, 

particularly in Haiti, the zombie figure was described as a character who was resurrected from the 

dead to work for free for the witchdoctors . Taking these origins into account, my argument is to 71

 Lauro, S. J. (2017). Zombie theory. A reader. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. p. ix 71
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see this post-colonial figure as a symbol representing this anxiety of the oppressed Other returning 

from the dead to threaten the ex-colonial Western civilisation in a movement portrayed as reverse 

colonisation. 

 World War Z was released in 2013. The film is still considered to this day as the last impor-

tant horror movie about zombies to be produced in Hollywood. Adapted from the New York Times 

bestseller World War Z: An Oral History of the Zombie War written in 2006 by Max Brooks and 

which sold more than a million copies worldwide, World War Z has all the features of the summer 

blockbuster designed to attract as many viewers as possible. It is directed by Marc Forster, a veteran 

filmmaker in this type of productions with previous successful movies such as Finding Neverland 

(2004) or James Bond’s episode Quantum of Solace (2008). Contrary to the serious dramatic and 

political tone of the book recounting the catastrophic global management of a zombie pandemic 

through several different reports, the film here is shot as a pure action movie. On a budget of 

$190,000,000 produced primarily by Plan B, a production company owned by Brad Pitt who also 

stars in the film, World War Z was a relative domestic success earning $202,360,000, but raising 

approximately $532,000,000 internationally, making it the most profitable zombie movie ever 

made.  

Summary: 

  

World War Z follows the footsteps of Gerry Lane (Brad Pitt), a former United Nations field agent 

who left his job a few years ago to devote himself to his family in Philadelphia. Trapped in a car 

with his family in traffic, confusion quickly arises when an explosion and a crowd created by a 

zombie horde forces Lane to flee the city with his family. Hiding in New Jersey, the family is res-

cued by a helicopter sent by Thierry Umutoni, UN Under-Secretary-General and former colleague 

of Lane. Taking refuge aboard a U.S. Navy ship in the Atlantic Ocean with thousands of other 

refugees, Lane is asked to participate in a mission to retrace the origin of the virus that infects hu-

mans turning them into zombies, the only hope of finding a potential vaccine. Under pressure to 

have his family expelled from the ship if he refuses, Lane accepts and leaves for South Korea to get 

information. Nothing goes as planned and Lane finds himself continuing his journey to Israel and 

then to Cardiff almost dying on several occasions. Once in the Welsh capital at a WHO facility, 

Lane explains his theory that zombies only attack healthy people and not people carrying a virus or 

terminal illness. Wanting to test this idea, he manages to inject himself with a random pathogen and 

is not detected in any way by zombies. Bringing the news to Umutoni and reuniting with his dis-
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placed family in Canada, a vaccine derived from several deadly pathogens is created to be used as a 

camouflage and is given to the military who can finally respond to this global zombie invasion, 

bringing hope of survival to human civilisation 

Findings: 

 1. The origins of the zombie character: 

Although this exploration of the character seen as a migrant in World War Z will focus essentially 

on one specific sequence of the film, i.e. the one where Gerry Lane is in Israel, it is also important 

to quickly address the way in which the origin of this zombie virus is discussed and what can be 

symbolically deduced from it. Finding patient zero of this virus is the priority goal of Lane and his 

team, as they believe it is a necessary step in the search for a potential vaccine. Except ground zero 

will never be found accurately, other than the probability that the virus started in the eastern part of 

the globe. Lane is first in a military camp in South Korea where a Korean soldier is believed to have 

fallen ill and infected the rest of the base camp and then in Israel where he learns that the country 

has intercepted conversations in India talking about "rakshasha", literally "man-eaters". The main 

thing to consider is that this virus turning humans into zombies is clearly identified as a threat origi-

nating from the East. Parallel to the current global Covid 19 crisis, the virus that former president 

Trump insisted on calling  "Chinese flu" or even in a much more hostile and racist way "kung 

flu"  , it is a virus believed to come from the East and seen as a threat to the stability of the entire 72

Western system. In both cases, these representations are meant to insist on and to imprint even 

more, I believe, a hostile and threatening connotation to the myth of the Other as bringer of prob-

lems or simply as the problem itself. The Israel sequence that we will examine in more details em-

phasises the anxiety of the Other/migrant in the form of the monster/zombie.  

  

 2. The Israel sequence:  

This segment of the narrative represents the figure of the zombie as a metaphor for the anxiety of 

the  Other/migrant and the possible meanings it implies. The protagonist arrives in Jerusalem, Israel 

from South Korea where Haffner, a CIA agent, has advised him to go to interrogate the head of 

 See at : https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/jun/20/trump-covid-19-kung-flu-racist-language 72
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Mossad, Jurgen Warmbrunn, who allegedly knew about the zombie threat before anyone else. Israel 

became the first country to close its borders and establish a security zone with high fortifications 

around the city. Once inside Jerusalem, Warmbrunn shows Lane the gigantic structure separating 

the city from the millions of zombies desperately trying to penetrate the territory. However, the 

viewer may also notice that Israel still lets refugees in through gates and secure corridors. Unfortu-

nately, the same refugees who sing and cheer behind the high fortifications end up attracting the 

zombies who, excited by the noise, gather frantically along the walls to the point of forming several 

pyramids of bodies reaching the top of the walls and then throwing themselves on the other side 

managing to create complete chaos. Lane escapes in extremis in a commercial airplane not without 

seeing the extent of the damage, that is, Jerusalem in chaos and overthrown by the zombie invasion.  

 It is significant to note that setting this type of sequence in Israel is not insignificant for this 

type of filmic production. The film is supposed to be aimed primarily at a mass American audience 

who is more sensitive to the fate of a country like Israel than any other country in the same geo-

graphical area. Israel is a privileged ally of the United States of America and shares similarities in 

my opinion regarding this constant anxiety of the Other figure as a threat to their integrity and even 

legitimacy, especially through the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. My argument is therefore that for 

these contextual reasons, this segment in Israel can function as a mirror and possibly have more 

resonance within the American viewer because of their common fear of the Arab muslim Other. 

  

  First the alien/migrant is represented here in two forms: through the zombie figure but also 

through the human alien refugees in the city of Jerusalem. The viewer witnesses this by observing 

these humans, regardless of their religion, being kept safe within the city walls because as Warm-

brunn tells Lane: "every human being we save is one less zombie to fight". Unfortunately, these 

good intentions go sour as the viewer rapidly sees the same refugees causing the loss of Jerusalem, 

representing them as bringing problems or being problems themselves. A young Muslim refugee 

girl takes a microphone to sing out loud and draws the rest of the crowd into the momentum. This 

will unfortunately attract the attention and excitement of the zombies outside the walls, leading to 

panic within the city. The fact that it is a particular Arab refugee and not an Israeli for example who 

initiates this catastrophe is by no means insignificant. This adds a new layer in the representation of 

the Other/migrant even if this migrant is a human being and not an extraterrestrial one. This figure 

is problematic because it links the character to negative connotations even before becoming a zom-

bie and shows the character as unwise and as a potential threat to the security of this state, leading 

to the complete fall of Jerusalem. 
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 Regarding the representation of the inhuman figure of this Other character i.e. the zombie, 

several comments can be made too. The zombie can be seen as carrying the symbolic representation 

of the Other/migrant in particular regarding this segment in Israel and the political context related to 

the country. I believe the walls surrounding the city of Jerusalem, intended to keep thousands of 

zombies out, echo the real Israeli West Bank barrier located largely along the Green Line separating 

the country from the landlocked territory. The Israeli-Palestinian conflict is of course very compli-

cated, however it seems reasonable to say that symbolically this barrier built by Israel represents - at 

least partially - the anxiety of the threat from the Other to “western values and society”. Like Don-

ald Trump's recent attempt at building a wall along the Mexican border, another example of an ob-

session to raise walls based on a growing anxiety of the Other/migrant considered intrinsically evil 

and threatening to society, World War Z uses this sequence to show that very same anxiety through 

the zombie/migrant figure. This monstrous character is clearly hostile to humans: while the classic 

characterisation of the zombie in many films would depict this figure as rather slow and predictable, 
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61. One zombie jumping violently like an animal on its prey toward an 

Israeli military soldier. 

59. Zombies attracted by the loud sound made by the refugees and 

frenetically pilling up along the wall to get across.

58. Muslim refugees singing songs on the microphone and inciting the 

crowd to do the same.

60. Zombies who managed to breach the giants walls of Israel and 

jumping soulless on the other side to get to the non-contaminated hu-

mans.



World War Z insists on his extreme aggressiveness with very fast, violent and uncontrollable crea-

tures. These zombies have clearly lost their former human nature. They no longer have any civilised 

thoughts, expressing themselves only through animal cries and also adopting the behaviour of 

throwing themselves at humans as a wild animal would at its prey. Once again, the characterisation 

of this zombie/migrant figure is linked to the clear intention of insisting on its animality and there-

fore its lack of humanity and civilisation. 

 What is also apparent in this "spectacle" of the zombie/migrant, being in this sequence or 

throughout the whole movie, is the emphasis on representing him not as an individual but rather as 

a single mass destroying everything in its path. The cinematographic work of the film is important 

to allow this kind of representation through many aerial or extreme long shots showing the zombies 

as a tsunami that is inevitable and impossible to contain. These images insisting on the mass conno-

tation of this zombie/migrant trying to breach the Israeli border can also echo, in my opinion, the 
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64. Piles of zombies climbing the fortified walls to cross the border 

separating them and the non-contaminated humans.

65. Soldiers trying to defend the border from a mass of zombies acting 

as a wave taking everything in their way even a crashed bus.

63. An extreme long shot showing the massive amount of zombies tuc-

ked at the border. 

62. Gerry Lane accompanied with Israeli solders trying to escape 

another wave of zombies within the streets of Jerusalem.



social context of our planet and one of the crisis of our western society, that is to say the migratory 

crisis that the globe is currently experiencing, especially in Africa and the Middle East with millions 

of people displaced whether for economic, climatic or political reasons.It is therefore difficult with 

this type of representation and staging of the zombie not to see this figure as a symbolic expression 

of the anxiety of this migratory crisis, especially through this particular segment of the film. Like 

academics Penny Crofts and Anthea Vogl in their recent article on World War Z, I believe that the 

zombie/migrant is represented as an enemy of nation-states because he is the enemy of frontiers . 73

For many, borders refer to a security of the state and of its rules, and therefore to a symbol of a cer-

tain stability and normality. The zombies/migrants in this film and precisely in this Israeli sequence 

are clearly represented as the enemy threatening this stability because they are a mass of uncontrol-

lable monsters. This same idea also refers to the recent television images of thousands of migrants 

displaced in Europe or South America for various reasons, either on the road in search of a better 

future, or blocked at the borders of some countries but in the eyes of many also constituting a threat 

to the stability and status quo of the Western system.   

 The last connotation clearly associated to this zombie/migrant character and similar to the 

other two films analysed after the 9/11 period is that of terrorism. The title of the film World War Z 

conveys a terrorist dimension linked to the figure of the zombie/migrant as the instigator of a world 

war against human civilisation. Human civilisation is represented concretely as Western and Ameri-

can with the protagonist Gerry Lane and the narrative of a white American saviour against a global 

threat. Moreover, returning to the Israeli context in this scene, it is reasonable to think of this zom-

bie figure as a possible analogy to the Palestinian Other/Arab in open conflict with the country that 

has led to numerous terrorist attacks and bombings killing thousands of civilians along the way. 

There is a permanent tension between Israel and the Arab world, where several countries do not 

recognise the legitimacy of Israel. And so the idea of the Arab/migrant Other threat is present in Is-

rael, closely connected to the USA itself - the main public aimed for this movie. The viewer can see 

from Lane's onboard window once he barely escaped from the country the result of this invasion on 

the city i.e. a succession of images showing a ruined territory, explosions and zombies attacking the 

rest of the humans still alive. I also wanted to quote academician Christian David Zeitz, who has 

also attached this notion of terrorism to the zombie character considering in a very interesting re-

flection that the zombie itself is "the bomb, meaning that its fleshy organicity, which is always al-

ready self-destructively put on the line, works as a perfect analogy of the organic-inorganic ballistic 

 Crofts, P., & Vogl, A. (2019). Dehumanized and demonized refugees, zombies and World War Z. Law and Humanities, 13, 1, 29-51. p.5073
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suicide-bomber assemblage ”. These images showing zombies throwing themselves from the top 74

of these walls like bombs on humans sheltered inside the city represent this zombie that I consider 

as a migrant but also linked to the notion of terrorism in this segment.  

  

 This analysis of World War Z has showed the representation of the Other as hostile, brutal 

and uncivilised monsters. The segment depicting Gerry Lane in Jerusalem in particular gave us the 

opportunity to argue the position of considering the figure of the zombie as a symbol of social pre-

occupation with a fear of massive and uncontrollable immigration threatening the stability of the 

Western system. One could also argue the zombie to be a possible symbol of the fear of loss of 

Western identity against a wave of the Other figure by drawing a parallel between zombie-human 

contamination and contamination of the West by the Other. World War Z represents zombies as 

clearly dehumanised, without any words, claims or feelings and purely limited in their characterisa-

tion to their animality and violence towards humanity / the West. Moreover, this one-sided represen-

tation serves as a justification for the treatment inflicted on these zombies/migrants also associated 

with terrorism, not unlike the treatment reserved to real-life terrorists or people suspected of terror-

ism in the Western world. The final scenes of the film show the viewer confrontations in different 

parts of the globe between a western civilised humanity and this wild figure of the zombie/migrant 

that has allegedly come from the East. 

 Zeitz, C. D. (2019). A Lesser Human Future: Posthuman Monstrosities in World War Z (2013) and Annihilation (2018). Gender Forum, 71, 44–57. 74
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66. Lane watching Jerusalem under zombie attack from his plane win-

dow.

67. Scenes of explosions and chaos in Jerusalem caused by the zombie 

invasion.



9. Results & Discussion:  

  9.1. Essential insights from the pre-9/11 films analysis: 

1. An overall positive representation of the alien/migrant figure creating a degree of empathy from 

the viewer notably through the status attributed to the character within the storytelling:  

 -Alien Nation: the main alien character of the film, Sam Francisco, is a police detective (a 

symbol of law and order). He attracts sympathy because of his strong-willed behaviour and his per-

fect image of a family man with a housewife and a child. In addition, his past as an abused person 

on his planet, which forced him to flee to Earth to become a refugee, supports this empathetic as-

pect just like in Men In Black where the aliens present legally on Earth (designated an apolitical 

refuge place) are implied to have fled because of wars in their own galaxy,  

 - Coneheads: in addition to a general comical behaviour making them sympathetic, the 

alien/migrant couple of the story - Beldar and Prymaat - are stranded on Earth in New York and end 

up embracing the typical American lifestyle. The family, the alien couple and their U.S born daugh-

ter are fully accepted and appreciated by the majority of humans they encounter. 

  

This sympathetic representation is also achieved by an overall “humanisation” both visually and 

psychologically of the alien character in each narrative:  

 - In all three films the visual representation is closer to a human appearance than a mon-

strous one. Whether it is in a direct way in Alien Nation and Coneheads with aliens physically re-

sembling humans or indirectly in Men In Black with aliens hiding under human disguises, this "hu-

manisation" helps de facto to a greater identification and empathy towards this figure. 

 - The alien is represented through a rather clear individualisation in these three films. He is 

in most cases able to speak in a clear and civilised way. Each alien has his own voice and thoughts 

revealing an image of a complex being thus reinforcing the humanisation developed in each narra-

tive. Men In Black goes even further in this optic representing a diversity of aliens/migrants with 

many different species living on Earth among the humans. This type of representation supports a 

nuanced approach regarding all those different types of aliens/migrants but also a will of inclusive-

ness of alien characters in the movie.  
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2. An overall empathetic portrayal of the alien/migrant although marked with stereotypical repre-

sentations through numerous details and characteristics of the character connoted to animality, sav-

agery and therefore lack of civilisation:   

 - Alien Nation: the "newcomer" with his prominent skull, retracted ears and multitudes of  

wine stains on his skull reminiscent of wild animals with spots like panthers for example. 

 - Coneheads: the family with pointed skulls or Beldar's moment at the dentist's office clearly 

showing an extendable jaw and a pointed, three-level dentition suggesting the carnivorous nature of 

the character. Beldar's wife name, Prymaat can only refer to the term Primate underlying the ani-

mality of this alien couple.  

 - Men In Black: although the premise of the film is that all aliens arriving on Earth must hide 

under a human disguise, the few times we do see those aliens in their real form they have an ani-

malistic or insectoid look. The more illegal, evil and shady the alien, the more displeasing and gross 

his appearance. This is true not only for their alien look but also their human appearance.  

To further accentuate the connotation of strangeness and mystery to the figure of the alien he is also 

presented having different behaviours and daily practices compared to humans:  

 - In Alien Nation we see this with the newcomers only eating raw meat or drinking spoiled 

milk as alcohol. In Coneheads the alien couple, in addition to their peculiar manner of walking and 

talking, feed themselves with anything and everything from pizza sprinkled with pencil shavings to 

window cleaning detergent or even condoms as bubble gum.  

These stereotypical representations place the alien/migrant figure on a different scale to that of the 

western human on Earth, showing him to be less civilised than the latter and therefore in some re-

spects inferior to him. On many occasions in those three films, this difference between the un-

civilised alien and the civilised human is played out in such a way that the alien, in order to be ac-

cepted by the human, has to "learn" the correct civilised western behaviour. 

3. Thus the assimilation issue of the alien/migrant figure takes a significant place in the films cho-

sen before 9/11.  

 The alien/migrant must assimilate first of all by substituting - voluntary or not - his original 

native identity for a new one, a more western and more comfortable identity for the western hu-

mans.   

 - Alien Nation: Sam Francisco's birth name is Stangia Sorentzaah. His name is changed 

upon his arrival on Earth for this word pun although he is only called George by his human team-
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mate Sykes at Fransisco's great (and forced?) indifference. Other aliens suffer the same fate with 

western and recognisable names like Rudyard Kipling or Harley Davidson.  

 - The same principle is used in Coneheads where the alien couple has their original name 

(Clorhone) changed on Earth to Conehead while Men In Black sees different alien refugees in New 

York with English names without mentioning if it is their original identity or not as we can see with 

the Arquillian alien jewel seller named “Gentle Rosenberg” or the alien disguised as a dog and 

named “Frank The Pug”.  

  

This central theme of assimilation is also used as a way to show the path the alien/migrant has to 

follow in order to be considered as a good alien. Thus there is work done to separate and identify 

the bad alien/migrant from the good alien/migrant depending on who respects rules and norms es-

tablished by Western American society.  

 - Initially labelled as a malicious migrant with the initial intention of enslaving Earth for the 

benefit of his own planet, Beldar in Coneheads becomes a symbol of assimilation as he transforms 

into a good alien by gradually adhering to American and Western norms. He starts a family, works 

hard, buys a house and becomes his own boss. Filing his carnivorous teeth in order to be more ac-

ceptable to humans is another illustration of his good will to assimilate that is officially confirmed 

and sealed by the end of the movie as he gets the status of a legal alien with green cards for him and 

his family.  

The good aliens of Alien Nation and Men in Black assimilate in a similar way. In Men In Black they 

have professional activities like any other human being, just like some of the aliens in Alien Nation, 

with Francisco as the banner of the good alien/migrant who follows the rules and morals of western 

society particularly through his profession as a protector of law and order. In contrast, the ‘bad’ 

aliens/migrants are either illegal or involved in illegal or immoral activities. They are significantly 

portrayed at night in Alien Nation, which I believe ties the character to a connotation of obscurity 

and mystery, and appear or behave in ways that are either shady and/or deviant, appearing in sleazy 

bars and strip clubs. Men In Black defines the bad alien primarily as an illegal alien on Earth and/or 

one also engaged in criminal activities. He is strongly implied as dubious just by his appearance 

thereby linking his physicality to his intention to be harmful or not to human society as it can be 

seen through the portrayal of Jeebs, a legal but shady looking alien ultimately selling alien weapons 

on the black market.  
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4. This dichotomy between the so-called good alien and bad alien induces de facto a general distrust 

and uncertainty toward this figure in the three movies despite an initial will to represent it in a posi-

tive and empathic way. The bad alien is intrinsically a threat to human society but a nuance is also 

put on the good alien as a character not as trustworthy as one would initially think. His presence on 

Earth puts doubt on his intentions as it is the case with William Harcourt, initially seen as a good 

alien in Alien Nation but in truth the villain of the film wanting to introduce a powerful alien drug in 

Los Angeles. The other scenario is the good alien bringing instability as he attracts other aliens, like 

in Men In Black with the arrival of the illegal Edgar The Bug killing the Arquillian alien Rosenberg 

and triggering a conflict between the two species putting the stability and survival of Earth at risk. 

This good alien is a refugee with good intentions but who still brings instability in his wake. Hence 

this permanent mistrust in the real intentions of the alien/migrant on Earth and the notion of sur-

veillance and control associated with the figure.   

 9.2. Essential insights from the post-9/11 films analysis: 

1. A less emphasised empathic representation of the alien/migrant for this period:  

 - A clear empathy noticeable in District 9 with the fate of the aliens/refugees stranded by 

humans in a camp turned into a slum but also persecuted and tortured either by MNU (the company 

in charge of running the camp) or by Nigerian gangs and despised by the human South African 

population.  

 - Despite the attaching nature of the robot Bumblebee in the Transformers franchise through 

his friendly relationship in the first episodes with his "owner" Sam, the empathetic aspect of these 

robots is less important and the focus is more on a war between the two robot clans on Earth while 

there is none of that in World War Z where the zombie character is clearly the sole and main enemy 

of the story.  

A lack of individualisation and humanisation of the alien/migrant:  

 - Besides the Transformers franchise where the viewer witnesses Autobots visually more 

humanoid and capable of complex and individual thoughts than their rivals and enemies Decepti-

cons, District 9 and World War Z seem to follow an overall opposite dynamic displaying far less 

complexity and humanity in the representation of the Other/Migrant in their narratives. Despite the 

fact that indeed "Christopher Johnson" is a distinctly individualised alien in District 9 capable of 

complex feelings and thoughts and even triggering a certain empathy from the viewer notably with 
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his relationship with his son, he is the only alien in the film to be portrayed in such a manner. The 

thousands of other "prawns" visible in District 9 are de-individualised and dehumanised in a uni-

form manner, reduced to a simple group of animal-like creatures in the same vein as in World War Z 

where zombies, particularly during the Israeli segment, are represented as a single mindless mass.  

  

2. This dehumanisation of the alien/migrant is also noticeable through visual features with less am-

biguous physical representations of the character compared to the pre-9/11 films where the alien/

migrant was as close to a human characterisation as an animalistic one:  

 - The aliens from District 9 are visually closer to an insectoid and animalistic figure than 

that of a human. Plus other visual signs carry derogative connotations to these aliens linking them 

with notions of filth and repulsion.  

 - The Decepticons, enemies of the Autobots in the Transformers franchise, are characterised 

in the same sense with connotations that are rather dehumanising. Many signs in their portrayal 

connote a clear animality with the Decepticons looking more like wild animals and sometimes even 

like monsters rather than human beings. 

 - The zombies of World War Z, despite the fact that these creatures were human before, are 

not human anymore once contaminated by the virus. They are clearly violent monsters with wild 

and uncontrollable behaviours very far from the civilised human being.  

This less ambiguous visual representation of the alien figure as more animalistic than human is also 

discernable through their behaviour and practices where, depending on the film analysed, the alien/

migrant is emphasised as dirty, repulsive, violent and wild but by no means human:  

 - The only obsession of the zombies in World War Z is to kill and contaminate the human 

species in a violent way by biting them and making them the same wild creatures they are. The 

alien "prawn" in District 9 cannot help but eat anything and everything from tires to raw animal 

carcasses to canned cat food. The scene showing the alien nursery mixing rotten animal carcasses 

with bloody black pods also contributes to that feeling of repulsion and emphasises the behaviour of 

the alien/migrant as not civilised. As for the Transformers, no matter the clan they are from, they are 

ultimately violent and destructive beings wherever they go.  

Even if similar negative connotations could be found in the pre-9/11 films, it is important to notice 

the overall dehumanisation of this figure observed in the post-9/11 films. It is done in a more ex-
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plicit and less subtle manner with, I believe, a stronger emphasis on the ferocity of the alien/migrant 

through more graphic violence, which was not necessarily apparent as such throughout the pre-9/11 

films. 

3. The assimilation issue of the migrant alien, which was important in the three pre-9/11 films, re-

ceives a much lesser emphasis in the post-9/11 films, where I find the cursor is rather directed to-

wards the aggression and the potential threat the alien/migrant arrival in the West may pose:  

 - The Transformers franchise is the only example that addresses the topic of the alien/mi-

grant's integration, but not by portraying the alien/migrant in his daily life in America as it was the 

case within pre-9/11 narratives but by presenting the Autobots as a model of the immigrant devoted 

to American ideals capable of willingly fight for those principles, even if it means sacrificing one-

self for the nation. The robot/migrant is assimilable if it can contribute and be useful to the US war. 

 - The assimilation of the aliens is not really emphasised in District 9, or at best presented as 

a failure. It is explained at the start that these aliens have been on their own in this camp for the last 

thirty years, segregated from the South African population. "Christopher Johnson”, the only alien 

character given a proper voice has only one goal i. e. to return to his planet. The end of the film 

does not show any solution for these aliens but to be moved to another camp - District 10 - out of 

sight of the humans.  

 - Finally, the zombie is by no means introduced as assimilable because of its constant desire 

for violence and harm towards humans. Symbolically it may even be argued that it is rather the 

monster/migrant who, by infecting humans with the zombie virus, seeks to "assimilate" humans.  

4. Then there is also the association of the alien/migrant character with terrorism clearly prevalent 

among the post-9/11 films:   

 -  In District 9 the aliens are branded as terrorists after Wikus and Christopher Johnson raid 

the MNU headquarters to retrieve the black fluid that will allow them to get to the main ship. They 

bomb the building and kill many people in the process. A new level is reached then with an image 

of the alien not only as a dubious and savage creature but clearly represented as a potential violent 

threat toward the established system even though the MNU is portrayed as the “bad guy” here.  

 - The Transformers franchise also addresses, I believe, the notion of terrorism in a tangible 

manner, displaying constant destruction at almost every appearance of these robot clans on the 

screen. The Decepticons are pictured as the alien/migrant terrorist figure bringing chaos through 

images of ruined cities such as Chicago in the third film and "Mission City" in the first, with images 
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of skyscrapers collapsing on themselves after their attacks being clear references I believe to the 

9/11 events. The main villain of this franchise Megatron, is depicted in the first film as transforming 

into a plane skimming over several skyscrapers during the final conflict and destroying the statue of 

Lincoln in Washington D.C. to eventually sit on his seat in the third one. He embodies the image of 

the alien/migrant as a clear terrorist threat against American ideals and the consequences this can 

have on the stability of western society i.e. the end of it.  

 - World War Z at last is a film unambiguously representing the zombie/ migrant as an enemy 

of Western stability. The specific choice of Israel in this film serves, I argue, as a mirror for America 

and their common distrust of the Arab muslim migrant in real life. One can see the zombie as an 

enemy of the established rules and of the border system and as a terrorist killing many humans on 

his path. Zombies could even be considered as literal bombs falling on Israel when jumping onto 

the population from the walls and as suggested by Christian David Zeitz.  

The doubt about the reliability of the alien/migrant is reported even greater during this period and 

therefore represented in a more open and aggressive way than in the pre-9/11 movies. 

 9.3.Discussion of those results:  

Overall, the pre-9/11 period showed a certain type of inclusive representation of the alien/migrant 

within American and Western society however there is also a general pattern of representation seen 

in each period aimed at maintaining the myth of the Other as intrinsically different than us. This dif-

ference, be it through mental or physical signs or through specific practices or behaviour of the 

alien, aims at establishing a cultural binary of the civilised human and the uncivilised Other. Film 

studies academician Keith M. Johnston explains this type of representation as stemming above all 

from a colonial state of mind and present in cinema since its origins where for example in Georges 

Mélies' A Trip to the Moon (1906) "the native Selenites are devilish, fierce, uncivilised, whereas the 

stalwart white explorers are brave and resourceful" . A similar contrast is demonstrated throughout 75

those films analysed here. Using different manners of portraying the alien, these denotative signs 

serve as a means to imprint a mental image of the alien figure as fundamentally different from us, 

with wild and animalistic connotations present in every narrative discussed here.  

 Johnston, K. M. (2013). P. 6575
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 This imagery construction emphasising the undeniable difference between "them" and "us" 

even through minor details is done primarily through the use of stereotypes and the constant recur-

rence of clichéd representations of this figure (present in all types of media) and showing our imag-

ination how to consider this persona. Stuart Hall discussed the practice of stereotyping considering 

it as a :  76

In other words, this overgeneralising practice towards particular population groups, here the mi-

grant Other, is meant to be reductive, essentialising this figure around specific physical or mental 

derogative traits. By repeating the same signs, myths are established as true and natural i.e. as 

something that was only ever like this. We see it here, I argue, in the myth of the alien as profoundly 

primitive at the very least as if their savage and threatening nature, as can be seen in many cases in 

both time periods, is embedded in their genes. Consistently, no matter how well-intentioned some of 

the aliens are in some of the films studied, they are inevitably uncivilised compared to the human 

Westerner. 

 Stuart Hall makes the same argument in his chapter "The spectacle of the Other" where he 

discusses the depiction of Black people in popular culture, notably through magazine covers or ad-

vertisements. He clearly notes a racialisation of the discourse on this character with a clear opposi-

tion "between the biological or bodily characteristics of the black and white races"  . In the same 77

vein as Johnson, Hall also explains that it was in the representation of the Black community during 

slavery in the United States that the “ ‘innate laziness’ of blacks - ‘naturally’ born to [...] innate 

primitivism, simplicity and lack of culture which made them genetically incapable of ‘civilised’ re-

finements”  became noticeable. Even if these comments do not concern the alien figure in the liter78 -

al sense, they can be emphasised in the same manner here, when it comes to how this character is 

represented in these films, regardless of the time period. The alien is not merely a creature from 

space in these chosen films but also, as was argued previously in this master thesis, a cover to rep-

resent the figure of the Other/migrant. Thus Hall’s observations resonate strongly with the represen-

  Hall, S., Evans, J., & Nixon, S. (2013). P. 24876

  Ibid. P. 23277

  Ibid. P. 233-23478

79

 practice of closure and exclusion. It symbolically fixes boundaries, and excludes everyt-

hing which does not belong”. […] it sets up a symbolic frontier between the ‘normal’ and the ‘de-

viant’, the ‘normal’ and the ‘pathological’, the ‘acceptable’ and the ‘unacceptable’, what ‘be-

longs’ and what does not or is ‘Other’.



tations observed within these narratives. One can recall that despite the overall same humanity 

shared visually and verbally between the alien and the human in Alien Nation, there are also numer-

ous physiological differences separating the two figures and hinting at an animality in the alien mi-

grant in the same vein as Hall's comments. We can also recall several derogatory comments in Dis-

trict 9 from scientists, researchers or journalists who considered the alien “prawn" as being inca-

pable of thinking for himself. Regardless of the time period, the discourse about the alien migrant in 

these films is racialised and very much in line with Hall's comments, with an approach which, de-

spite a notable effort at inclusivity in the pre-9/11 period, clearly establishes a difference between 

the human and the alien, including subjecting the latter to significant clichés and stereotypes em-

phasising its supposed innate savagery. 

 This is how the Other figure is always seen as less civilised than the Occident figure, with 

old stereotypes surviving time and still present today among many ethnic minorities seen as Others 

in our reality. Hall recalls the African continent for instance which has always been viewed as a 

scene “of unmitigated savagery, cannibalism, devil worship, and licentiousness”  [...] “inhabited by 79

cannibals dervishes and witches doctors” . This is the same type of colonial imagery that can be 80

seen in an ironic reading of Coneheads for instance when Prymaatt and Beldar return to their home 

planet with its very primitive civilisation where their fellow aliens do not hesitate to marvel at exe-

cution scenes reminiscent of gladiatorial times. It has to be taken in a satirical perspective in this 

film but it still shows what kind of stereotypes the viewer usually sees regarding the alien/migrant 

civilisation. District 9 on the contrary enables such clichés depicting horribly brutal Nigerian gangs 

engaged in witchcraft and interspecies cannibalism as well as showing aliens ripping off a human 

and eating him alive. The point here is to illustrate the construction of the Other/migrant figure in 

these films through racialising stereotypes insisting on his difference from the human, contributing 

to an imaginary and fantasised unconsciousness of the Other as uncivilised and probably “unciviliz-

able”.    

 I argue there is a pattern among all these narratives to never equally place the Western hu-

man being and the migrant alien figure on the same level and thus to always imply a feeling of su-

periority in many ways of the former over the latter. Not only is this character - as has been demon-

strated before - depicted as primitive in most of these films, but further negative connotations come 

to be associated with this figure participating also to the general work of debasing the status of the 

alien migrant compared to the rather flawless Western human symbolising the norm. Apart from the 

 Hall, S., Evans, J., & Nixon, S. (2013) .P. 23279
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character of Sam Francisco in Alien Nation, many other aliens are not shown in a favourable light, 

engaging in criminal activities, hanging out in dodgy bars at night or having a rather uninhibited 

sexuality suggested several times during the film. Similarly in the Transformers franchise, some 

Autobots, even though certainly very loyal to humans, also display childlike and irresponsible be-

haviour such as “Brains” who starts digging through Sam’s girlfriend underwear drawer for “re-

search”. Other examples include the zany behaviour of the Conehead couple throughout the film 

and the blatant lack of intelligence of the majority of the aliens in District 9. This portrayal suggests 

that this figure, however empathetic and with good intentions, is inherently inferior to the Western 

one who would be the character many of the viewers watching these films will identify with. 

  There is therefore a full hegemonic and colonialist projection in these films through a global 

representation of the alien migrant where, to paraphrase the terms already quoted by Douglas Kell-

ner at the beginning of this thesis, certain dominant ideological positions are reproduced to serve 

above all the interests of a certain societal domination , in this case the West, presented as the norm 81

to follow and as naturally more advanced both mentally and from a civilisational point of view. It is 

first of all a work of cultural domination and it is similar to the Orientalism denounced by Edward 

Said depicting the East and ethnic minorities as inferior to the Western man. This cultural inferiority 

represented in literature and many academic works in the early 1900s was already showing the Ori-

ental as “irrational, depraved, childlike, ‘different’ ” and the European as “rational, virtuous, ma-

ture, ‘normal’"  very much like the extraterrestrial figure in these films. Thus, to some extent one 82

can say that this orientalist practice, in this case in a fantastic and/or horror context, is still present 

in such a popular medium as cinema. 

 Notwithstanding an apparent equality of treatment seen in Coneheads or Men In Black, this 

inferiority extends via an assimilation of the Other in western society where to be considered as a 

good alien, the migrant should know his place in it i.e. below and/or at the service of the western 

human, something seen especially in the films before 9/11. The loss - voluntarily or not - of his na-

tive identity and his automatic inferior position in order to be accepted in society are for example 

symbolised by adopting more western sounding names as it is the case in Alien Nation, Coneheads, 

Men In Black or District 9. The migrant’s Otherness needs to be minimised to a maximum so that 

he can be considered a "good" alien. Robin Wood argues this as well when considering the Other in 

horror films as ethnic groups who, to become accepted, “either [they] keep to their ghettos and don't 

trouble us with their otherness, or they behave as we do and become replicas of the good bourgeois, 
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their otherness reduced to the one unfortunate difference of colour” . This loss and change of iden83 -

tity can be demonstrated visually through Coneheads when Beldar has his carnivorous teeth filed 

down to appear more acceptable in the occidental eye or with the Autobots, the “good” robots of 

Transformers, who in the first film quickly transform their initial dark skeletal raw appearance into 

a more American one i.e. recognisable colourful iconic American vehicles. Symbolically the same 

point can be made even in Men In Black where aliens cannot be seen in their original appearance as 

humanity is not aware of their presence on Earth. Because of this, they must appear under human 

form even if the narrative does not precise how the aliens are taking these forms. 

 The Other is not allowed to question or challenge the human order under penalty of being 

considered as a threat to America. He has to assimilate by following the norms and rules of the so-

ciety he is living in to be considered acceptable. We can see this aspect in place through Alien Na-

tion with Francisco and his profession but also through his partnership with his human counterpart 

Sykes who clearly holds the dominant position. Sykes calls him by another name (George) than the 

one already chosen to replace his original name, he uses xenophobic terms to describe him and his 

community and he even apologises in advance at the end of the film for all the “rotten things” he 

will inflict on him in the next few years of working together. Yet Francisco does not deviate from 

his position, which is clearly not on the same level of consideration as his human partner Sykes. In 

the same dynamic, the alien refugees of Men In Black are not free and subject to strict rules with 

precise demarcated areas to navigate inside New York.  

 The illegality dimension in this film also plays an important part in Coneheads considering 

the illegal alien as illegitimate. The Conehead family is formally accepted as full-fledged members 

of the American society only after saving the Earth at the end of the film, receiving green cards as 

rewards. The alien is also acceptable if he respects norms and laws and if he contributes to the 

maintenance and protection of those. This applies to all the pre-9/11 films where Francisco con-

tributes by being a police detective, or where Beldar is completely assimilated within the occidental 

business society following his friend's advice by working hard through multiples casual jobs and 

finishing by opening his own business, and where the legal aliens of Men In Black mostly integrate 

society through their daily jobs. All three figures contribute in their own way to the good develop-

ment of western society. The Transformers franchise takes the concept to another level depicting 

these robot aliens as an almost dreamy portrait of the migrant alien devoted to American ideals and 

fighting for it, even if that means sacrificing oneself for the nation. In this case, The robot/migrant 
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is assimilable if it can contribute and be useful to the American war effort, which in reality is analo-

gous to any non-American citizen being able to obtain citizenship by serving the US military.  84

Without contribution, the alien is badly perceived as shown in District 9 with aliens described as 

without initiative and left to themselves in a camp symbolising a certain alien that cannot be assimi-

lated for various reasons.  

  

 As slim as the main variations regarding the representation of the alien migrant figure are 

between these two filmic periods, these are important to point out as they indicate a clear shift in the 

perception of the character after the events of September 11. This way of representing the Other as 

intrinsically different from the Western human is common to both periods but in a less ambiguous 

manner in post 9/11 narratives where the emphasis is more on the animality and aggressiveness of 

the migrant alien than on his potential assimilation within Western civilisation. For the most part, in 

all three films after 9/11, this Other migrant figure is seen as more primal and hostile to humans. As 

already outlined at the beginning of the previous section, there is a clear tendency to present a much 

less humanised vision of the Other than in the 1990s stressing instead the uncivilised nature of the 

figure. The aliens of District 9 nicknamed "prawns" by their look are closer to an insect / crustacean 

than a human just as the majority of the Decepticons are more animalistic and monstrous looking 

than humans. The case of World War Z is different because even if the human visual aspect is still 

part of the zombie, his savage and hostile behaviour has nothing human anymore. They are fast and 

uncontrollable with only one thing in mind i.e. to assimilate as many people as possible to their 

primitive zombie condition. These zombies cannot speak and rather grunt animalistic sounds like 

many Decepticon robots, which are also reduced to this type of expression. Apart from Christopher 

Johnson and to a lesser degree his son in District 9, the rest of the species have very little speech 

and are more recognisable by their hostile nature and behaviour. These three different types of Oth-

er in these films are portrayed in a more negative and aggressive light than was the case before the 

events of September 11. Despite some nuances brought through empathic figures such as Johnson 

in District 9 or even Optimus Prime and Bumblebee in the Transformers franchise, the rest of their 

companions are portrayed with much less complexity and nuance, focusing instead on many derog-

ative connotations. They are aggressive non-humans raising the question of their very legitimacy 

throughout their own narratives. Across the three films studied, there is a greater degree of what one 

might call a diabolisation of the character that arises during this period. 

 See at : https://www.uscis.gov/military/naturalization-through-military-service84
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 Thus the most significant contrast between the two time periods is the shift noticed after 

9/11. The focus has moved from the assimilation of the alien migrant into Western society to a ques-

tioning of the real intentions of those aliens, shown more clearly as feared and as potentially terror-

ists, thus representing a threat to the stability of the Western society. This aspect of the Other as a 

terrorist threat is obvious or at least noticeable enough to varying degrees in all three films. Even if 

the notion of surveillance and permanent control of alien refugees put forward in Men In Black may 

have already suggested the alien migrant as a potential threat, this question of the terrorist Other 

was definitely not as visible before 9/11.  

 District 9 is the first film here where the alien migrant is specifically referred to as a terror-

ist. The news footage of the MNU building in smoke after Johnson and Wikus’ attack surely refers 

to the real 9/11 coverage, a comparison that also applies to the destruction of Chicago or "Mission 

City” in the third and first Transformers films where Megatron, the incarnation of the Middle East-

ern terrorist, skims over buildings about to fall down in the form of a plane. Ultimately, the large 

mass of zombies in World War Z trying to penetrate Jerusalem borders by any means and throwing 

themselves like bombs at humans also endorses this argument of a post 9/11 Other migrant being 

seen as a potential terrorist bringing destabilisation and chaos. So there seems to be a real focus on 

the Other as a menace strongly influenced I argue by this trauma of 9/11. After all we shall not for-

get that this was an attack on American soil caused by a group of “migrants” from the Middle East. 

It is an event that has largely changed the cultural perception of the migrant Other in Western soci-

ety and in this case in science fiction and horror cinema, and this is what we have seen in various 

ways with each of the three more recent films strongly embedded in this historic date. The World 

War Z segment shares stunning similarities with Edward Said's remarks about the Arab representa-

tions in 1995, arguing that “in newsreels or news-photos, The Arab is always shown in large num-

bers. No individuality, no personal characteristics or experiences. Most of the pictures represent 

mass rage and misery or irrational gestures. Lurking behind all of these images is the menace of Ji-

had” . 85

  

 The increased migratory movements of the last decade around the globe coupled with 

stereotypical derogatory and threatening images of the Other in these films are elements expressing 

the anxiety of a potential, however irrational, fear of reverse colonialism. A fear of the Other figure 

coming whether from the East or the Middle East as well as other “oriental” territories and suspect-
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ed to bring instability as could be Central America and more specifically Mexico for instance. 

American academic Kyle Bishop who wrote extensively about the popular figure of the zombie ex-

plains this anxiety in the same vein by writing that “the true horror in these movies lies in the 

prospect of a westerner becoming dominated, subjugated, symbolically raped and effectively ‘colo-

nized’ by pagan representatives” . This remark is valid not only for a film like World War Z but 86

also for science fiction films such as District 9 or the Transformers franchise where the concern is 

the loss of dominance and power over the Other migrant. The alien population of District 9 is a 

concern because even if they are being kept in a camp, it is a population that keeps growing without 

any sign of assimilation. Furthermore the movie ends with a journalist expressing fear regarding 

Johnson's departure to his planet and his possible return to retaliate against the humans’ treatment of 

his fellow aliens. The third Transformers gives a foretaste of an alien invasion with the city of 

Chicago under siege by aliens or with Megatron destroying the Lincoln statue in Washington DC 

and taking his seat. 

 All these narrative representations concerning the alien migrant are done to diabolise this 

character as a constant potential danger to the West, thus justifying the necessity to control and 

monitor them. We can see that in Men In Black before 9/11 but also in District 9 and in the Trans-

formers franchise where the Autobots are not free and must report to the American military under 

penalty of being considered as a threat, which happens to them at the beginning of episode four 

where they are considered illegal on Earth and hunted down because of Sentinel Prime’s treason. 

Finally, those representations of the Other migrant also serve to justify the use of violence and 

above all war against them because they are represented as enemies of Western rules and stability. 

This is clearly the case through the Transformers franchise and World War Z where wars between 

“evil” and “good” - in other words between a civilised West and an uncivilised Other - are staged. 

The pressure on the illegitimacy of the alien/migrant within Western society is therefore stronger in 

those filmic representations than before the events of September 11. 

 Bishop, K. W. (2010). American Zombie Gothic: The Rise and Fall (and Rise) of the Walking Dead in Popular Culture. McFarland & Co. P. 65-6686
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10. Conclusion:  

  

One thing is certain: this study has clearly shown the embedded ideological dimension within the 

representation of The Other in a visual mass media like Hollywood cinema. Studying the spectacle 

of the alien/migrant in these six films has allowed me to gather significant amount of information 

on how the practice of representation was organised and what kind of “spectacle” was shown in 

these narratives. What I have been able to establish is first and foremost an inherently racialised 

representation, in the same vein as the orientalist practice that Edward Said highlighted in his 1978 

book with the only difference being the evolution of the medium sustaining this practice. Just as the 

figure of the Other represented in a discriminatory and negative manner in books and studies at the 

time and denounced by Said, the alien/migrant figure in these  horror and science fiction Hollywood 

films is to be considered purely as a “western approach to the Orient”  only in a different media 87

framework. In that respect, it is clear that Hollywood is yet another dominant institution, spreading 

its own “regime of truth” through its films, even within the non-realistic genres of science fiction 

and horror. This approach constitutes above all a colonialist dynamic aiming at expressing certain 

dominant ideologies towards this figure, more precisely at portraying the Other / alien migrant as a 

challenge to our occidental society. And that was my initial hypothesis i.e. to find a derogatory rep-

resentation of the Other as someone untrustworthy and to be feared due to his uncivilised nature in 

contrast to humans in both periods of time. This turned out to be correct but while the narratives 

generally displayed fears and doubts towards the Other, I also observed a perspective of assimila-

tion of the figure in the three pre 9/11 films that disappeared from the post 9/11 films. 

 The second part of the hypothesis was to observe a potential change in this representation 

after the events of September 11. I hypothesised a less complex characterisation and a more pro-

nounced vision of this alien or monster figure as a clear threat and enemy of the Western popula-

tion. This hypothesis was also correct. I particularly observed a correlation in the three post 9/11 

films between the alien/migrant and terrorism, supporting in my opinion the fact that the pivotal 

date of September 11 2001 had a great cultural influence on the vision of the Other in media, even 

in popular and non-realistic ones like horror and science fiction movies. While the alien/migrant is 

treated more superficially in the three post 9/11 films, it is reasonable to expect a clearer and a more 

precise identification of the Other in the post 9/11 films as that of the terrorist or potentially threat-

ening Muslim migrant Other, demonstrating once again the effects of 9/11 on the portrayal of the 

 Said, E. W. (2003). P. 7387
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Other in such films. Even if it is more complicated to justify this in a film like District 9 (the post 

9/11 influence is however perceived), the Transformers franchise as well as World War Z clearly 

depict an Arabised terrorist migrant Other and a potential threat to the West. Even the alien with the 

best intentions to assimilate in these films was - and had to be - discredited and doubted and there-

fore not completely trusted or not accepted at all, maintaining the myth of the alien migrant who 

would sooner or later betray the West. The result is that the myth of an intrinsically threatening 

Alien Other as an eternal potential danger is present in all these films. This myth is a political fabri-

cation over time via a constant repetition of the trope of the threatening migrant Other in many cul-

tural creations - Hollywood films or others - and it participates to the naturalisation and institution-

alisation of this negative Other figure. It is thus important to identify and understand this represen-

tation because it is part of the 'media culture' described by Kellner that plays a role in the construc-

tion of the viewer’s beliefs or political biases.  

 Yet, a question should still be raised regarding the results obtained from theses films. Are 

these conclusions reliable? Can these findings be taken as a general valid observation between these 

two periods and the majority of science fiction and horror films produced in Hollywood? The an-

swer is most likely no and it would be necessary to look at more similar films using the alien or the 

monster as a symbol of the migrant in these cinematographic genres to determine if the same evolu-

tion occurs or not.  

 As further leads to explore, there are many films that were considered but not chosen for this 

master thesis but that could have been included because of their similar aspects of the Other as a 

metaphor of the migrant or immigration in general within their narratives. We could mention for 

instance Bram Stoker's Dracula (1992), Independence Day (1998), Monsters (2010), War of the 

Worlds (2005) or even the Twilight franchise (2008- 2012) all considered for this study but not re-

tained for various practical reasons. If we consider the films analysed post 9/11 in this work we can 

observe that the most recent film chosen is from 2014 (even if a comment is made about the last 

instalment of Transformers made in 2017). It would therefore be interesting to observe this repre-

sentation in films closer to today and to see if this evolution persists, either similarly or more pro-

gressively, under the current context where the representation of minorities in the media is more and 

more visible but also more debated in society. Also, the current Marvel Cinematic Universe is a real 

media empire representing superheroes but also supervillains mostly coming from space. It could be 

another direction to look at with recent movies such as Thor Ragnarok (2017) or Captain Marvel 

(2019), each one portraying aliens forced to escape their native land and take refuge on Earth be-

cause of conflicts.  
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 Television or web series are not to be neglected either even though they were not considered 

here. It is a format that has become extremely popular over the last fifteen years and has become an 

equal if not superior consumer medium compared to cinema. Some TV series for instance would 

deserve the same kind of attention, such as The Waking Dead, a series about a worldwide zombie 

invasion focused on the United States and that has been running for about ten years now. Can we 

assume a certain representation of the Other as a migrant behind the zombie figure in this series? It 

is noteworthy for instance that this show has apparently been targeted heavily by the Trump cam-

paign team during the US 2016 election by purchasing a lot of advertising slots for Donald Trump 

candidacy during the episodes’ broadcasting . It is a show that could be really interesting to re88 -

search further for this type of study.  

 What this thesis has attempted to do is to shed light on the myth of the migrant symbolised 

as the Other within those popular cinematic genres and observe its evolution from a post Cold War 

time period to a post 9/11 attack period which I believe left a deep mark on the American cultural 

industry. What does this type of work show then? What is the interest of it?  

 I believe that this thesis has shown the importance of bringing a more concrete and critical 

eye on those cinematic genres and on Hollywood’s ultra popular blockbusters as also being carriers 

of dominant social and political ideologies through the myths of aliens, monsters or other creatures, 

just like more classical or mainstream American films. Those myths are critical to study because 

despite their unreal characterisation, they are figures that can influence our perception of the Other. 

Spanish literature academic Sara Molpeceres for instance wrote on the myth of the zombie and I 

argue that it is something that applies not only to the zombie but to other fantastic and horror fig-

ures of the Other : 89

To put it in another way, these fantastical and non-realistic myths have an impact on our daily per-

ception of the Other in the same way as the portrayal of the foreigner in television news, for exam-

ple. And because of their popularity and thus propensity to spread certain potential ideologies to the 

 See at : https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/nov/23/walking-elect-dead-trump-immigration-zombies88

 Molpeceres, S. (2017). The Zombie: a new myth in the making. A political and social metaphor. Journal of Comparative Literature and Aesthetics, 89

40(2). P. 152
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 Myths are narratives we use to explain our surrounding reality and ourselves in a symbo-

lic way, as these narratives are systems of symbolic elements-metaphors and symbols. As manifes-

tations of our symbolic mind, myths communicate social ideology to such an extent that they have 

great impact in social imagination and collective psyche.

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/nov/23/walking-elect-dead-trump-immigration-zombies


millions of viewers watching those films, it is necessary to pay close attention to both of these non-

realistic film genres regarding this figure. African American studies professor Adifilu Nama consid-

ers that :  90

This is what has been attempted here i.e. to try to see through the alien or monster character in those 

films as a symbolic figure of the migrant or of migration and see which dominant ideologies could 

be seen attached to the characters, thus participating in creating and maintaining the general myth of 

the Other in our imaginary and collective unconscious.   

 From this perspective, it would also be important to introduce the field of reception studies 

into this subject in order to measure the impact of these ideological representations of the Other in 

Hollywood horror and science fiction cinema in the formation of our daily reality. Such research 

would perhaps allow us to measure in a more concrete way the influence of these films on our ideo-

logical constructions towards the figure of the Other/migrant or of immigration in a more general 

sense. As already mentioned in the introduction with Hall’s theory of encoding/decoding, a message 

can be decoded in various ways depending on the viewer experiencing it, another possible direction 

to deepen this subject.  

 In view of the current tense social and political context, I am convinced it is crucial to con-

tinue the study of the migrant figure in cinema and mass media. This is because we have a situation 

that is far from subsiding with constantly rising numbers of climate-political-economical immi-

grants in the United States and the rest of the globe. This development coupled with the exacerbated 

consumption of information and culture through the multitudes of screens around us has stimulated 

in my opinion a certain ideological and civilisational clash between notably a wave of right wing 

politics sweeping across the globe again and many years long societal issues - Black Lives Matter 

or Woman rights to name a few - regarding minorities firing up again. Is that what those types of 

post 9/11 movies depict i.e. merely a depiction of the current dominant powers fighting for their last 

air? Or are the messaging in these movies preparing us for the direction we are headed, i.e more 

 Nama, A. (2008). Black space: Imagining race in science fiction film. Austin: University of Texas Press. P.14690
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 At its best, Science Fiction cinema is an allegorical site that invites the audience to safely 

examine and reflect on long standing social issues in an unfamiliar setting, providing the possibi-

lity of viewing them in a new light. At its worst, the process of allegorical displacement invites au-

diences to affirm racist ideas, confirm racial fears and reinforce dubious generalisations about 

race […] without employing overt racial language or explicit imagery.



closed of and fearful societies towards the figure of the Other? It will be interesting to observe how 

this will be transcribed in future Hollywood productions dealing within non realistic genre or not 

the Other migrant aspect. 
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