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ABSTRACT 
 

This thesis looks at the white savior trope in two post-2000 popular films, The Blind Side 
(2009) and Precious (2009). More specifically, the thesis examines the role of the 
mother, mothering figure, or maternal caretaker within these films. Through 
contextualizing these films as deeply embedded and coming out of a society where white 
supremacy both historically and presently impacts opportunity, treatment, perception, and 
the way someone is gazed upon, this thesis turns to disparate constructions of black and 
white womanhood and motherhood within these films. I examine how maternal figures in 
these films, despite the way these films are marketed as “heartwarming” or progressive, 
are used to propagate white supremacist and racist ideas and reinforce rather than 
question the racial hierarchies. Ultimately, this thesis attempts to disrupt mainstream 
white feminist readings of these films and through demonstrating the ways in which these 
films foreclose the possibility of black motherhood. 
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Introduction: Scholarly Overview 

#OscarsSoWhite, coined by April Reign in January of 2015, is a hashtag and 

social movement that initially reacted against the all white nominees in the Lead and 

Supporting Actor and Actress categories for that year’s Academy Awards. With nearly 

86% of top films featuring white actors and actresses, there undoubtedly is a problem of 

representation in Hollywood films. And yet, mere representation in films will never be 

enough. In an article written for The Guardian titled “Slaves, nannies, and maids: Oscars 

value women of color—in subservient roles,” Beatrice Loayza condemned the Academy 

for the nature of representation: “people of colour are only ever recognised for playing 

slaves and criminals… their stories are only ever seen as important when they deal with 

tragedy and suffering… [this occurrence] does not strictly belong to the unenlightened 

past.” (Loayza). This is not to say, however, that there are no roles that diverge from 

these stereotypes (as there certainly are), but that oftentimes the films that win awards 

and are box office successes are often steeped in these outdated, racist, and reductionist 

tropes. Citing actress Lupita Nyong’o’s recent roles as evidence of this phenomenon, 

Loayza writes: 

That voters overlooked a performance like Nyong’o’s in Us, a chilling 

interpretation of two sides of the same self, is telling….Instead, the Academy 

prefers the Nyong’o who starred in 12 Years a Slave (2013), a film in which she is 

a slave, raped and humiliated. For these efforts, so difficult for the conscience to 

ignore, she was awarded best supporting actress (Loyaza).  

Rewarded for roles that are humiliating, demonstrate struggle, and highlight hardship, 

films such as 12 Years a Slave, reinforce rather than challenge the depictions of black 
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women and other people of color who have crossed  our TV screens and movie theaters 

for decades. And, as Hollywood is driven by the capitalist need for box office sales and 

will produce anything that sells, films that are numerically and financially “successful” in 

their portrayal of black women in these roles pave the way for more and more movies to 

be made that are undergirded by and based upon these very same tropes.  

More recently than 2013, Hidden Figures (2016) was nominated for Best Picture, 

Best Adapted Screenplay, and Octavia Spencer was nominated for Best Supporting 

Actress. One of the most pivotal and significant moments of the film occurs when Al 

Harrison (a white man) stands up for Katherine Johnson (a black woman) when he learns 

how far she had to go to use the restroom at work. This moment was manufactured for 

the screen. More specifically, the scene in which Harrison learns that Johnson was having 

to travel far simply to go to the bathroom, smashes down the “Colored Ladies Room” 

sign in outrage, and destroys the segregation of restrooms at The National Aeronautics 

and Space Administration (NASA), positioning him as the “alienated hero, a misfit 

within his own society” did not factually happen (Vera and Gordon 33). Both Margot Lee 

Shetterly, the author of the book from which the film was adapted, and Katherine 

Johnson herself, deny that this moment happened. In actuality, Katherine Johnson simply 

used the white-designated bathrooms that were closer to her office. But adhering to that 

fact would destroy the fiction of the narrative that is predicated on creating a white hero 

who white moviegoers can be inspired by and be proud of. In large, “we focus on white 

messiahs who lead people of another color. This is such a powerful cultural myth because 

it presents whites with pleasing images of themselves as saviors rather than oppressors of 

those of other races” (Vera and Gordon 34). Moments like the one in Hidden Figures 
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rewards white viewers while simultaneously positioning the success of people of color as 

dependent on white goodness and advocacy.  In 2019, moments after Green Book (2018) 

was awarded Best Picture at the Academy Awards, the internet reacted—largely in 

outrage. Like Hidden Figures, Green Book can be read as a white savior narrative. 

Stacked against monumental films such as BlacKkKlansman, Black Panther, Bohemian 

Rhapsody, and A Star is Born, the awarding of Best Picture to Green Book was highly 

criticized both within and outside of the academy.  

Across texts there are gradients of and variations on the white savior trope, but the 

overarching premise remains the same—a well-intentioned white character intervenes 

and typically saves a lower-class, urban, non-white character from whatever fate that 

character would have encountered were it not for their lucky encounter with the the film’s 

white messiah. My thesis analyzes the use of the white savior tropes in two contemporary 

films that are box office successes by integrating my own and other feminist readings into 

my interpretive model. 

The white savior genre, at the core of it, is rooted in the white gaze and white 

supremacy.  Hernan Vera and Andrew Gordon in their book, Screen Saviors: Hollywood 

Fictions of Whiteness, examine the trope of the white savior in multiple contexts. Vera 

and Gordon write that: 

the messianic white self is the redeemer of the weak, the great leader who saves 

blacks from slavery or oppression, rescues people of color from poverty and 

disease, or leads Indians into battle for their dignity and survival...White messiahs 

are overwhelmingly male; women do not seem to qualify for this exalted status. 

Often the white outsider is instantly worshipped by the natives, treated like a 
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visiting royalty or god. This is presented as expected, as no less than he deserves 

(Vera and Gordon 33-4). 

Multiple scholars have cited Birth of a Nation (1915) as one of the primary origins of this 

sort of representation that portrays blackness derogatorily. More recently, Matthew 

Hughey’s book The White Savior Film: Content, Critics, and Consumption delves into 

the mechanics of the genre in positing a false sense of racial progress. He argues that  

producers, critics, and audiences often present these films as straightforward and 

impartial narratives about heroic characters, intercultural friendships, and the 

humanistic struggle to overcome daunting odds (usually “based on a true story,” 

to boot). Yet they are sites of purposeful ideological labor and implicit 

explanations of race so normalized as common sense that many may fail to 

recognize them as ideological (Hughey 8).  

While these narratives purport to merely show relationships, they create relationships and 

associations that may impact how audiences see themselves and others. White savior 

narratives espouse and are hyper-attentive to the white gaze, as they construct a 

“narcissistic fantasy” about white characters to please white audiences (Vera and Gordon 

33).  

In my readings of these films, I am not assuming that everyone who watches these 

films sees and interprets them the same way. I realize that the way in which someone 

views a film is intertwined with their embodiment and their lived experiences that are 

shaped by their embodiment. bell hooks writes that “black looks, as they were constituted 

in the context of social movements for racial uplift, were interrogating looks” (hooks 95). 

My task, then, is not to account for the various ways in which these films are read—and, 
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more specifically, how the characters who are the object of my analysis are read and seen 

by different audience members of different embodiments—but how each film operates. I 

examine how the structure of the film, the casting, the lighting, manipulations of time, 

etc. create different effects and have different projects for different characters. Writers 

and intellectuals such as W.E.B. Du Bois, Toni Morrison, James Baldwin, Ralph Ellison, 

and many more, have in their writing both pointed out and resisted the white gaze that 

was the basis of most of the literary canon and mainstream cinema. The white gaze 

projects and espouses reductionist tropes and stereotypes, assuming that viewers will 

receive and process without questioning the validity and weight of those tropes. But, of 

course, lived experiences shape responses. bell hooks writes that “mainstream feminist 

film criticism in no way acknowledges black female spectatorship. It does not even 

consider the possibility that women can construct an oppositional gaze via an awareness 

and understanding of the politics of race and racism” (hooks 99). In context of the power 

and potential of feminism, bell hooks, referencing the 1980s, writes that  

As women, particularly previously disenfranchised privileged white women, 

began to acquire class power without divesting of their internalized sexism, 

divisions between women intensified. When women of color critiqued the racism 

within the society as a whole and called attention to the ways that racism had 

shaped and informed feminist theory and practice, many white women simply 

turned their backs on the vision of sisterhood, closing their minds and their hearts. 

And that was equally true when it came to the issue of classism among women 

(hooks 16). 
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Kimberlé Crenshaw importantly points out that “the failure of feminism to interrogate 

race means that the resistance strategies of feminism will often replicate and reinforce the 

subordination of people of color” (Crenshaw 1252). While a film like The Blind Side 

showcases Leigh Anne Tuohy as a working woman—as powerful, as listened to, as a 

woman largely unaffected by the patriarchy—the film neglects to implicate her race (and 

class standing) as central to her character’s prowess and ability to move through spaces 

and to be heard. This failure thereby shifts how other black women are constructed within 

the film. Crenshaw’s work on intersectionality has been instrumental in creating a 

feminism that is aware of the way feminism understands embodiment, as she posits that 

we best understand the oppression of black women as not uniquely due to their race, and 

not uniquely due to their gender, but rather as occurring at the intersection and 

interlocking of race and gender. Crenshaw’s concept of intersectionality diverges from 

white feminism in that it acknowledges that all women have different identities and lived 

experiences and thus experience their embodiment in different ways. As my thesis is 

focused on disparate constructions of black and white motherhood and womanhood, 

Crenshaw’s work is instrumental in demonstrating how empowering reads of the film fail 

to take into account embodied experiences. bell hooks’ work on the oppositional gaze 

provides a nexus through which to challenge and actively stand against white supremacy 

through looking and questioning.  

While much work has been done on the white savior genre as a whole, less work 

has been done specifically examining the ways in which motherhood and womanhood are 

disparately, and yet intricately, constructed within these films. Rather than focus on the 

white male messiah, my thesis seeks to build on the existing scholarship by bridging 
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black feminist studies with film and media studies to examine the ways in which these 

films weaponize white womanhood as a way of appearing progressive. 

 The co-mingling and disparate constructions of womanhood and motherhood 

appear prominently in Douglas Sirk’s Imitation of Life (1959). The film is centered on a 

white widowed mother and her young daughter who bring into their home a black, and 

also widowed, mother and her young daughter. Set in New York in 1947, Lora (a white 

mother) is panicked as she searches for her lost daughter around the Coney Island 

boardwalk. Lora finds her daughter, Susie, playing with Annie and her daughter, Sarah 

Jane. Annie (a black mother), looking for a place for herself and Sarah Jane to stay, 

quickly offers herself up as the nanny and housekeeper Lora didn’t know she needed or 

was looking for. Lora, an aspiring actress, is eager for the help. While both the mothers 

and the daughters do benefit from this relationship, it is Lora’s dreams of stardom and 

extravagance that most benefit from the relationship. For a woman like Lora, “it is a 

given that a beautiful white woman needs a black maid as a status symbol to reinforce her 

white privilege and to make her even more white…The maid is unswervingly loyal to her 

mistress, even when the mistress is broke” (Vera and Gordon 103). Annie becomes 

metaphorically enslaved by Lora, resembling a Mammy figure in her happiness and 

dedication to serving Lora at her whim. While Imitation of Life is undoubtedly critical of 

Lora’s selfishness and unwavering dependency on Annie, it never overtly exposes the 

white savior format of the film that allows Lora mobility while keeping Annie bound to 

her duty to Lora and Susie. As the film is also about the possibility and dangers of racial 

passing (Sarah Jane is much fairer in complexion than her mother), Sara Jane’s struggles 

with her complexion are foregrounded in the film, as Sarah Jane is villainized for her 
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desire to fit in and pass for white. Rather than critique the society that creates a 

dichotomy between white as good and black as bad, “the movie displaces the blame from 

the white society that makes it a stigma to be black to the individual who merely 

internalizes the stigma in the form of self-hatred and shame about her mother” (Vera and 

Gordon 104). As is standard in white savior narrative films, through victim blaming, “this 

presentation displaces guilt from the white self to the black self and leaves intact the 

racist core of society” (Vera and Gordon 105).  

  Lora’s absenteeism as she pursues her career creates fissures and tensions in her 

relationship with Susie. Annie and Sarah Jane’s relationship is also characterized by 

conflict, as Sarah Jane attempts to pass for white. However, Annie’s presence and 

dedication to her daughter (even when Sarah Jane rejects Annie’s maternity) 

distinguishes her mothering from that of Lora. Imitation of Life represents a version of 

motherhood in which Lora is free to pursue her career unencumbered by the mundane 

demands of mothering Susie, all the while knowing that Annie will take care of things at 

home. Conversely, Annie is entirely committed to her daughter and her daughter’s 

happiness, even pretending to be Sarah Jane’s old nanny when her physical presence 

threatens Sarah Jane’s ability to pass in white spaces. Annie is selfless and willing to 

(although begrudgingly) give Sarah Jane what she wants—even, and especially, when 

those wants directly contradict her own maternal instincts and foreclose  the relationship 

she craves with her daughter.  

The relationships between mothers and daughters, differentiated by both race and 

class, that the 1959 film portrays are what led me to choose The Blind Side (2009) and 

Precious (2009), two films that also fit within the broad scope of the white savior genre, 



 9 

as the films for my thesis. Imitation of Life becomes a useful foil and precedent of 

maternal relationships from which these contemporary films deviate. While Lora 

Meredith is often off pursuing her career, socializing, or frolicking around with men, The 

Blind Side’s Leigh Anne Tuohy (a white woman and mother) is portrayed as an active 

parent, entrenched in the lives, schedules, and needs of her children. Like Lora, Leigh 

Anne is economically empowered on her own right—as an interior decorator who works 

with high-profile companies like MTV. A happenstance meeting outside the elite and 

private school Leigh Anne’s children attend leads Leigh Anne to meet a young black man 

named Michael Oher, a homeless teenager, who her family ultimately decides to adopt. 

The Tuohys are relentless in their care for Michael, providing him with a stable life: a 

roof over his head, material items, schooling, and individual tutoring. The film portrays 

Michael’s biological mother, Denise Oher, as a woman who lost custody of her children 

due to her abuse of drugs. In a scene in which Leigh Anne eventually goes to visit Denise 

at her own home, Denise doesn’t want to see Michael—she doesn’t want him to see her 

in this state. Unlike Annie, who so desires closeness with her daughter, Denise does not 

pursue a relationship with her son within the film’s narrative. Within The Blind Side, both 

Michael’s biological mother and the other black mothers who cared for Michael as he 

was bounced around are largely erased from the film’s narrative. Leigh Anne’s 

motherhood is paraded throughout the film as the emblem of what we should aspire to—

she represents the maternal white savior. In Precious (2009), the titular character is a 16-

year-old black teenager who lives in Harlem in the 1980s. Precious’ mother Mary, unlike 

Annie in Imitation of Life, is verbally and physically abusive and largely unsupportive of 

Precious’ schooling. Whereas Annie allows Sarah Jane to live the life she craves, 
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Precious’ responsibility, according to Mary, is to cook and care for her mother. Precious’ 

teacher at her new school, Ms. Rain, and her social worker, Ms. Weiss, step in as 

maternal figures for Precious, advocating for her education, safety, and wellbeing. Ms. 

Rain and Ms. Weiss, both played by biracial actresses, are not white saviors in the 

traditional sense, as the coloniality and underlying violence of saviorism is predicated 

upon a dichotomy between the “savior” and the “saved” that does not exist within 

Precious. However, within the film Mary’s mothering is figured in juxtaposition with 

Ms. Rain and Ms. Weiss’ as a way to heighten her own failure and to demonstrate 

Precious’ need to be saved. 

 In talking about mothering and maternal characters within these films, I am not 

simply or exclusively referring to women who are mothers by either birth or adoption. 

Within this thesis, I am by intention defining motherhood  broadly to take into 

consideration women within these films who mother or care for children who are not 

their own, and who step into a maternal role. In addition to mothering being not rooted in 

biology or created and maintained by legal relationships, Alison Bailey notes that  

The context of maternal practice is extremely influential to the kind of thinking in 

which mothers will participate. Not all mothers nurture, protect, or socialize their 

children in the same way or under the same circumstances. As Patricia Hill 

Collins emphasizes, “No standpoint is neutral because no individual or group 

exists unembedded in the world” (Collins 1990, 33). There is no singular 

standpoint that can be labeled “the maternal standpoint”” (Bailey 190).  

This is to say that mothering exists in different forms and iterations, shaped by the 

world(s) in which the mother and mothered exist. While I am not proposing that Denise 
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Oher and Mary Lee Johnston are ideal mothers, my thesis looks at the ways in which 

their mothering cannot be understood by the white gaze under which these films operate.. 

That is to say that neither film fully accounts for the ways in which these women’s lives 

are  deeply shaped by race, class, and gender. The social structures that govern their 

existence, and that govern their relationship with their children, are largely minimized 

within the films as a means to emphasize and highlight both the film’s saviors and 

Michael and Precious’ supposed need to be saved.  

In my chapter on The Blind Side, I outline how the film conforms to some of the 

canonical features of a white savior narrative because of the depictions of and 

interactions between Leigh Anne Tuohy (played by Sandra Bullock) and Michael Oher 

(played by Quinton Aaron). In some respects, the film does not even attempt to hide the 

white savior narrative that characterizes it. The film’s posters all feature Leigh Anne 

Tuohy, oftentimes lit in an angelic way, gently leading Michael on the football field, 

comforting him on the side of the road, and taking him off the street on a cold, dark night. 

Thus, from the outset, the film positions Leigh Anne Tuohy as a savior of sorts, 

responsible for Michael’s safety and successl. In the first chapter, I examine how the film 

neglects a consideration of the structural and societal factors that allow Leigh Anne and 

her family to succeed financially while Michael’s family and community struggle to 

make ends meet. I then examine how the film exists within the genre of a (postcolonial 

and romanticized) plantation narrative where the rhetoric and relationships between races 

that were established during U.S. chattel slavery emerge and operate in the film. Lastly, I 

provide a read of the film that demonstrates how Michael is “othered” within the film 

because of the ways in which he physically deviates from the white characters. Through 
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this three-pronged analysis, my chapter demonstrates how the film deliberately creates a 

context that necessitates saviorism and manipulates characters in ways that heighten or 

strengthen the need and impact of saviorism. Although the film deviates from many white 

savior narratives as it highlights Leigh Anne Tuohy (rather than her husband, Sean 

Tuohy), Leigh Anne’s womanhood and motherhood is constructed in juxtaposition with 

the other mother figures in the film, thereby foreclosing upon the potential and possibility 

for black motherhood within the film, and ultimately placing Leigh Anne on a pedestal. 

In my second chapter, moving away from the dichotomous framing between black 

and white on which The Blind Side is predicated, I examine the way a twist on the white 

savior narrative operates in Precious. Unlike The Blind Side, the few white characters 

within the film are tertiary and largely not critical to the unfolding of the narrative. A 

twist on the traditional white savior narrative, within Precious colorism emerges, with 

phenotypically lighter characters (played by bi-racial actors and actresses) who “save” 

the titular character, Precious, from her abusive household. Analogizing the genre 

conventions of the slave narrative and the horror film to Precious, the chapter elucidates 

how the film’s alignment with these genres--which is character and context dependent—

creates the space for a twist on white savior narrative to emerge.  
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Chapter 1: 

The Blind Side: Capitalizing on Whiteness and Othering Oher 

Released during one of the most profitable times of the year, John Lee Hancock’s 

The Blind Side (2009), starring Sandra Bullock, is the highest-grossing football movie of 

all time. Distilled to its simplest form, the film is “the story of Michael Oher, a homeless 

and traumatized boy who became an All-American football player and first-round NFL 

draft pick with the help of a caring woman and her family” (IMDB). Although ostensibly 

about Michael Oher’s rise to football fame, the film hyper-focuses on Leigh Anne 

Tuohy’s role in mothering, providing for, and “uplifting” Michael. To a small extent, the 

focus on a female character (and the press that Sandra Bullock has garnered because of 

that) does distinguish The Blind Side from the typical sports narrative, largely devoid of 

female leads. However, The Blind Side is not a typical “based on a true story” narrative, 

but rather functions as a romanticized and carefully curated one. Jeffrey Montez de Oca 

notes that “since sports films typically marginalize and trivialize women, featuring a 

strong female character who drives the narratives makes The Blind Side appear gender 

progressive” (Montez de Oca 136). The key words here are “appear gender progressive,” 

as, in order to bolster Leigh Anne Tuohy’s strength, prowess, sense of empowerment, and 

ability to provide for Michael, the film also systematically erases, limits, and forecloses 

the potential and presence of black womanhood and caretaking (136, emphasis my own). 

In this chapter, I want to question and undermine the gender progressiveness and 

empowerment that mainstream reviews of the film oftentimes point out. First, this chapter 

examines the film’s failure to thoroughly delve into the economic and historical factors 

that allow for Leigh Anne and her family’s wealth and privileged lifestyle in order to 
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examine the ways in which gender progressive readings of the film participate in and 

promote a dangerous white feminism. I also examine how viewing The Blind Side as 

occurring on a postcolonial plantation can be a useful tool and framework for 

understanding and unpacking the disparate constructions of white and black motherhood 

that the film offers. Lastly, this chapter draws upon concepts from the field of disability 

studies to examine how Michael (and the community he is raised in) is disabled and 

othered within the film as part of the film’s project to “justify” the saviorism and to 

reinforce, rather than challenge the racism placed upon Michael’s body.  

Previous critiques of The Blind Side have examined how whiteness operates 

within the film by often largely focusing on the problematic and reductionist depiction of 

Michael Oher and the lack of lines given to black people at large in the film. Scholars 

have argued that the presence of whiteness is so centered in the film that other key 

adults—many of whom were not white and were instrumental in helping Michael before 

he met the Tuohy family in high school—are written out. Michael’s life is depicted as 

beginning, with the exception of flashbacks to his childhood, only shortly before he met 

the Tuohys (Pimentel & Santillanes 130-132). In reality, there were many black families 

and “othermothers” who cared for Michael, yet their caring role is ignored and instead 

viewers see “an immediate and overwhelming concern on the part of [Leigh Anne] 

Tuohy” (Ash 92). Camera techniques reinforce the erasure of black people within the 

film. Referencing the scene in which Michael first meets the Tuohys, Pimentel & 

Santillanes argue that “unlike these underdeveloped and decontextualized shots of Oher, 

in the same scene we get a much richer, detailed story of the Tuohys” (Pimentel & 

Santillanes 133). Michael is given significantly fewer lines and thus his character is 
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significantly less nuanced than the characters of the Tuohys. A study by Cochran et al. 

found that both the mainstream and alternative press consistently described the leading 

white character, Leigh Anne Tuohy, in more positive terms and the black character, 

Michael Oher, in more negative ones. (Cochran et. al 383-4). The film’s reductionist 

stance makes the unstated argument that “race conflicts are portrayed as simple 

misunderstandings that can be settled by the ‘great white hope’” (Bonilla-Silva 6). While 

the film purports to be anti-racist, the film ultimately subordinates and marginalizes 

Michael, the leading black character, and hyper-centralizes and gives credit to the white 

characters, specifically, Leigh Anne Tuohy. 

 

Capitalism and Whiteness  

The centrality of upper class white motherhood becomes apparent from the very 

opening of the film as Leigh Anne Tuohy narrates over archival football footage. As 

Tuohy explains the history of the left tackle position, she closes with an explanation of 

the financial cost of the left tackle position: “Now, y’all would guess that more often than 

not the highest paid player on an NFL team is a quarterback—and you’d be right. But 

what you probably don’t know is that, more often than not, the second player is, thanks to 

Lawrence Taylor, the left tackle. Because as every housewife knows, the first check you 

write is for the mortgage, but the second is for the insurance” (Hancock). Not only is 

Leigh Anne’s explanation steeped in the rhetoric of capitalism predicated upon 

hierarchies of value, but in the final sentence her class positioning is solidified, as the 

capability to purchase a home (and thus have a mortgage) is oftentimes inaccessible to 

people of lower class positions. Her ability to be a self-proclaimed housewife is also 
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oftentimes indicative of a certain class privilege that is not reliant on two (or more) 

incomes. That her husband’s ability to provide is foregrounded from the start emphasizes 

how the film uses capital and wealth as a way to argue for Leigh Anne’s capacity to 

mother and—as we come to see, pointedly contrasts with Michael’s biological mother 

and the the predominantly lower-class black women who previously mothered him. As 

Leigh Anne goes on to describe the characteristics of an ideal left tackle, she deems these 

attributes “a rare and expensive combination,” furthering the rhetoric of capitalism—and 

critically at the moment when Michael’s body first appears on the screen. The pairing of 

Leigh Anne’s capitalistic language with the first glimpse of Michael implies, from the 

get-go, that Leigh Anne largely sees Michael not as a subject with full personhood and 

agency, but rather as an objectified commodity available to Leigh Anne on the basis of 

her class standing. Although how Leigh Anne sees Michael does not directly translate to 

how audiences see Michael, her overwhelming presence and frequent narration privileges 

her perspective in how viewers are intended to know Michael.  

That Michael’s first speaking lines of the film occur not at the outset of the 

narrative itself (in his original neighborhood), but two years after he met the Tuhoys 

hyper-emphasizes their role in his development, associating his ability to speak and be 

heard with his entrenchment in a white family. Chronologically, this scene occurs near 

the end of the film’s narrative—late during Michael’s senior year of high school—but at 

the outset of the film. Michael is interviewed by an NCAA investigator who, upon 

hearing that he was planning on attending the Tuohy’s alma mater, Ole Miss, is 

suspicious of the family’s generosity and intentions in their relentless support of Oher. 

Just as the scene views Michael silently walking down the street of his original 
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neighborhood, it flashes back to Michael’s childhood—to the moment where he is 

violently and traumatically pulled away from his birth mother by Child Protective 

Services (CPS). The compiling of the two scenes effectively creates and then heightens 

an association between Michael’s neighborhood and pain—an association that the film 

makes glaringly obvious through naming the neighborhood Hurt Village. Thus, from the 

outset, the “ghettoized” neighborhood Michael is from and those who live there are 

associated with trauma and pain. Through introducing Michael to the viewers with a 

flashback to his trauma, the film nods towards his psychological trauma which creates the 

opportunity for Leigh Anne to metaphorically “fix” or “heal” Michael. In other words, 

the emphasis placed on the trauma (flashbulb memory) of Michael’s past is an attempt to 

emphasize the “failures” of his upbringing, his growth once he moves in with the 

Tuohy’s, and the extent and nature of Leigh Anne’s saviorism.  

The extent to which Leigh Anne’s kindness is praised is predicated on the 

depiction of other characters intentionally and strategically depicted as less than 

generous. In a flashback before Michael arrives at the Tuohy’s, Big Tony and his 

unnamed wife argue about taking care of him as Michael lays listening on the couch just 

outside the door. As one of the few black female characters in the film, Big Tony’s wife 

asks “Why he gotta always stay here? Why is he always in our home? He’s eating all our 

food.” When Big Tony attempts to invoke Christianity in his coax to his wife, she replies 

“let someone else be Christian about this thing—let someone else take on the 

responsibility.” Through evoking Christianity, Big Tony discursively connects the 

woman’s morality with her willingness or ability to care for Michael. Through these 

lines, marginalization and subordination are evoked. She is also rendered unmaternal in 
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her “unwillingness” to continue to care for Michael. The physical nature of the setting—a 

dark room, in a musty looking house, with Michael on a clearly too small sofa—points to 

their class positioning and the financial hardship that feeding another mouth poses. 

However, the film’s lack of tagging her wariness as one rooted in potential scarcity of 

resources villianizes the woman within this scene, not only in her resistance to taking 

Michael in, but also in not being visually shown on screen—both literally and 

figuratively erasing her (and all the other black women who cared for Michael) from the 

film. Importantly, this scene is sandwiched between two scenes of hyper-present white 

maternal figures, cinematically juxtaposing black and white mothering, without an 

acknowledgement of vast disparate class positioning and resources. In the scene that 

follows, Leigh Anne Tuohy quite literally struts down the halls of Wingate, moving 

unabashedly through students and other parents on her way to watch her daughter’s 

volleyball game. Through the bookending scenes of active white womanhood and white 

motherhood, Big Tony’s unnamed wife (who stands in for all of the black women who 

cared for Michael throughout his youth before he came to the Tuohys) is further slighted 

and shamed for her inability to do so, posited as unwillingness to actively mother 

another’s child. Sara Ahmed claims that “doing things’ depends not so much on intrinsic 

capacity, or even upon dispositions or habits, but on the ways in which the world is 

available as a space for action, a space where things ‘have a certain place’ or are ‘in 

place’” (Ahmed 153). For Big Tony’s wife, as both a woman and a Black person (and, 

critically, a Black woman), the white supremacist world from which the camera 

approaches her is rendered unavailable for her as a place of action. Patricia Hill Collins 

writes about the critical importance of othermothers and woman-centered networks in 
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African American communities: “the centrality of women in African-American extended 

families reflects both a continuation of African-derived cultural sensibilities and 

functional adaptation to intersecting oppressions of race, gender, class, and nation” (Hill 

Collins 178). But the film erases the many black women (and men) who cared for 

Michael before he came to the Tuohys. These “community norms” of caring for fictive 

kin are erased from the narrative of the film as a way both of denigrating lower-class 

black womanhood and lower-class motherhood and constructing white womanhood and 

motherhood as its antithesis (179). 

 

Reading the Film as a Plantation Narrative & Rhetorics Of U.S. Chattel Slavery  

Set in the U.S. South, in Memphis, Tennessee, the film returns to a location of 

U.S. chattel slavery. Through approaching the film’s white setting (the presence of white 

people within the film, not within Tennessee at large) and cross-racial interactions as 

fitting within the genre of a postmodern plantation narrative, I hope to elucidate the ways 

in which remnants and processes of U.S. chattel slavery echo throughout the film to both 

disguise Leigh Anne’s privilege and to justify her saviorism. Noting the coloniality of 

white savior narratives, Montez de Oca points out that the film is best understood “as 

postcolonial in that it operates from a perspective of white supremacy outside of a 

colonial context, specifically post-slavery and post-Jim Crow United States” (Montez de 

Oca 135). Montez de Oca also notes that “plantation narratives in the Old South 

represented aristocratic planter families as having a gentle, paternalistic relationship with 

their slaves… that slaves worked for their masters out of love and devotion… The 

contradiction between a reality of coercion and a fantasy of love was resolved by the 
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figure of the overseer who symbolized the violence” (Montez de Oca 141). Within The 

Blind Side, the “overseer” is transformed into Leigh Anne’s friends who comment on 

Michael’s place at the Tuohy home and the parents at the football game who berate 

Michael.  

The realtionship between Southern women and slavery has long been explored. 

Elizabeth Fox-Genovese wrote of the interconnectedness between slaveholding women 

and their enslaved women, writing that “there is some reason to believe that some 

slaveholding women felt minimal kinship with their female slaves, with whom they 

might have intimate, if tension-fraught relations in everyday life” (Fox-Genovese 50). 

More recently, Stephanie Jones-Rodgers’ monumental book, They Were Her Property: 

White Women as Slave Owners in the American South, importantly articulates the role of 

white women in propagating, directing, and benefitting from the slave market and the 

U.S. system of slavery. Moving away from common historical accounts which understate 

the ways in which white women were invested in the economics of U.S. chattel slavery, 

Jones-Rodgers’ book rightfully implicates white women as invested not merely socially 

but also economically. Unable to inherit land in the way that white men were able to, 

white women’s wealth was derived almost exclusively from the enslaved people they 

owned (XI). Importantly, the ownership of enslaved people was not limited to single or 

widowed white women. Married women, too, owned enslaved people, and “the product 

of these women’s economic investment—the people they owned—including the waged 

enslaved people earned when hired out to others, the cash crops they cultivated, picked, 

and packed for shipment, and the babies they nursed, were fundamental to the nation’s 

economic growth and American capitalism” (Jones Rodgers XIII). I want to be clear 
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here. My examination of The Blind Side’s gender and race dynamics through the lens of 

chattel slavery and the location and symbolism of the plantation is not an attempt to 

collapse or mitigate the horror of U.S. chattel slavery. Rather, through drawing this 

linkage, I demonstrate that the mechanics and relations of chattel slavery are useful tools 

in understanding the white supremacist logic of the film. Like the white women who 

economically benefitted from slavery, the economic luxury of Leigh Anne’s life is 

created and supported by the exploitation of cheap labor and commodities. 

While Michael Oher is in no way actually enslaved by the Tuohys, they 

participate in the rhetoric of slavery through the buying and selling of the black male 

body when college football coaches are scouting Michael Oher. The scene before closes 

with Sean Tuohy remarking to his wife “Who’d have thought we had a black son before 

we knew a Democrat?” (Hancock). Sean’s comment functions to draw attention to the 

“absurdity” of Michael’s positioning and foreshadows the ways in which Michael is seen 

as different or other through their maternity and paternity. As the next scene opens, the 

doorbell rings loudly and Sean comes to the door to let Coach Saban in. Soon after, both 

Leigh Anne Tuohy and Collins come down the stairs and Sean introduces them both to 

Coach Saban. Interestingly, and revealing Michael’s marginalization in a narrative 

supposedly about him, Michael is not the one who opens the door nor the first person 

who comes down the stairs. In this capacity, Michael, the reason for the visit, becomes 

the emblem of “quality” and capitalism rather than a fully-fledged participant in the 

recruitment process. Just after Coach Saban remarks that the “Windsor valances are a 

nice touch,” and Leigh Anne remarks that he “obviously [has] excellent taste,” Michael 

timidly walks down the stairs just as Saban remarks that he “appreciates quality and 
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recognizes it when we see it” (Hancock). But as Coach Saban turns to Michael, the 

camera pans back to a pleased-looking Leigh Anne. The focus on Leigh Anne in this 

moment emphasizes her focalization throughout the narrative, and more importantly her 

(film-created) centrality in the recruitment process. That Leigh Anne hesitates and then 

audibly gasps before introducing Michael to Coach Saban further emphasizes how 

peripherally Michael is placed within this narrative. Leigh Anne’s instruction to Michael 

to say “hello” to Coach Saban infantilizes him as she goes so far as to physically direct 

him closer to Coach Saban, as if saying hello wasn’t something he would already do. 

After Coach Saban briefly greets Michael, he immediately turns to Sean Junior (the 

Tuohy’s biological son), which emphasizes the way in which the two are put on the same 

level within this scene. The camera pans down from Michael’s body to SJ’s, visually 

demonstrating the physical difference between the two and showcasing the absurdity of 

the dynamic playing out in the room. Both SJ and Michael go into the living room with 

Coach Saban where the camera foregrounds SJ and Coach Saban. As Coach Saban 

speaks to Michael about a recruitment visit, the camera focuses on Coach Saban only 

briefly panning to Michael. Moreover, before Michael has a chance to respond, SJ jumps 

in to ask about how much “access” he will have to Michael. SJ’s question about access, 

and the negotiation that plays out between him and Coach Saban (with Coach Saban 

offering SJ the chance to lead the team out for their first game) is played for comedy and 

“cuteness,” but actually unveils the way that Michael is silenced throughout the 

recruitment process as SJ tries to “sell him” for the highest bid, in a way not totally 

disconnected from the way a slaveholder at an auction would try to negotiate the best 

deal. In subsequent scenes, more coaches continue to come to the Tuohy house and it is 
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always Leigh Anne who opens the door, shakes their hand, and then summons Michael. 

Michael is not even seen interacting with or talking to any of these coaches, further 

demonstrating the film’s intense focalization on Leigh Anne’s role in Michael’s football 

career. Ahmed’s theory of the phenomenology of whiteness “helps us to notice 

institutional habits; it brings what is behind, what does not get seen as the background to 

social action, to the surface in a certain way” (Ahmed 165). Throughout these scenes, 

Michael is not the focus of the social action, he gets relegated to the background (or 

erased nearly completely). While Michael doesn’t bring the promise of direct capital gain 

for the Tuohys, within the film, he functions as a pawn that asserts their wealth, status, 

and morality. His prior legal adoption, while unquestionably different from the ownership 

of enslaved people, allows for capitalistic flows and influence between the Tuohys and 

Oher to be strengthened and secured. 

         Jeffrey Montez de Oca posits that the film can be viewed through the lens of a 

postmodern plantation that replicates rather than dismantles the anti-black racism. By 

labeling the setting of the film as a “post-modern plantation,” Montez de Oca refers to the 

romanticized genre where “plantation narratives in the Old South represented aristocratic 

families as having a gentle, paternalistic relation with their slaves” (Montez de Oca 140). 

The movie’s setting in the 21st century echoes these tropes and relationships in a 

postmodern era where the paternalism of the film occurs not between slavemaster and 

enslaved person, but between the Tuohys and Oher. He notes that, “in the postmodern 

South, the problematic racial dynamics that emerged out of slavery are both obscured and 

reincorporated into the Southern brand as nostalgic symbols of a bygone era. Postmodern 

plantation narratives…similarly reinscribe the Old South symbolically in spaces such as 
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golf courses to distance the postmodern South from Jim Crow racism while repurposing 

the paternal relations of the Old South in a nostalgic discourse on heritage” (Montez de 

Oca 141). Returning to the primary physical location of U.S. chattel slavery, the film’s 

narrative attempts to resurrect or superficially “make up” for the historical legacy of the 

South through the Tuohys’ unabashedly kind treatment of Michael—importantly, even 

and especially in spaces where less “progressive” white people are skeptical of their 

philanthropy and relentless caregiving. In an earlier scene in which Leigh Anne is at 

lunch with her wealthy, white philanthropist friends, one of them asks if Leigh Anne is 

concerned about Collins. When Leigh Anne asks what she means, her friend responds 

that “he’s a boy, a large black boy, sleeping under the same roof” (Hancock). In this 

capacity, Leigh Anne’s quasi-mothering of Michael is figured in juxtaposition with her 

friends’ perspectives towards Michael and his placement in the Tuohy home. While the 

film doesn’t tell viewers whether or not her friends are mothers themselves, they express 

maternal concern for both Collins and Leigh Anne. In this capacity, and as will be 

discussed more later, Leigh Anne’s mothering is not only figured in juxtaposition with 

the black maternal figures of the film, but also in juxtaposition with the white women 

who represent the “old racism” of the South. And yet, the “saving” that the narrative 

posits is predicated on deeply rooted white supremacy. Montez de Oca writes that, 

a lack of social support for Oher (among many inner city children) allows Leigh 

Anne to play the white savior and the private Christian school Wingate as the 

institution that saves him. However, the guise of savior obscures the fact that 

private Christian schools like Wingate are a direct result of how white supremacy 

organizes a highly stratified class structure in the U.S. When Memphis public 
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schools desegregated, middle class white families like Leigh Anne’s fled to the 

suburbs and established private schools… to exclude African Americans (Montez 

de Oca 140). 

The simultaneous inclusion and exclusion Michael faces within the school (by other 

students, by teachers, by coaches) complicates his saving. Ultimately, regardless of the 

outward performance of generosity by the Tuohy family, “the Tuohys’ paternal 

relationship with a homeless and destitute young black man magnified their goodness but 

also obscures the fact that their gentility is predicated on the exploitation of low-wage 

predominantly black and brown labor”  (Montez de Oca 142). 

 

Fraught Philanthropy  

While the Tuohy family is undoubtedly philanthropic towards Michael, a large 

portion of their money comes from their ownership of fast food franchises, complicating 

how their philanthropy should be understood. The fast food industry is predicated and 

thrives upon selling cheap and mass cooked food using inexpensive (usually minimum 

wage or close to minimum wage) labor. Moreover is the significant fact that those people 

who produce fast food, more often than not, are, as Montez de Oca notes, people of color 

who face social and political marginalization and economic disempowerment because of 

rampant racism and its effects. That many of the franchises are located in “distressed” 

neighborhoods helps Sean Tuohy minimize the loss of his land and rent but also attempts 

to increase traffic towards his business. While the Tuohy family (and most overtly Leigh 

Anne) is generous towards Michael, the same cannot be said about their general 

philanthropy and attitude towards black and brown communities at large. In a scene after 
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Michael runs away after a conversation with Investigator Granger, Leigh Anne goes back 

to Hurt Village looking for him. In a tense exchange with the other men there—portrayed 

as hyper-masculine and hyper-violent in a stark juxtaposition to Michael—Leigh Anne 

tells one of the men: “you so much as cross into downtown, you will be sorry” 

(Hancock). Referencing and enforcing the already established de facto segregation in 

Nashville, Leigh Anne demonstrates her desire to keep Nashville segregated. 

Central to Leigh Anne’s style of mothering is the continuous flow of material 

items given to, and at times thrust upon, Michael. Whereas within the logic of reviews of 

the film Leigh Anne Tuohy is constantly lauded and praised for her philanthropic efforts, 

Charles Hamilton points out in Cultures of Giving that “the role of white women in 

charity work should not be romanticized. For many middle-class and upper-class [white ] 

women, charity work was the only arena within which they could obtain power and 

privilege” (Hamilton 71). Coming from a wealthy background and as a high-powered 

home designer married to a man who owns nearly one hundred fast food franchises, 

Leigh Anne already has “power and privilege,” yet her philanthropic work towards 

Michael remains highly romanticized within the movie as the impetus for, and door 

leading to, all his present and  future success. However, as Hamilton also points out, 

“traditionally upper-class philanthropy as practiced by these women contributed 

primarily to maintaining the power and privileges of their own class” (Hamilton 72). 

Instead of radically altering either Leigh Anne or Michael, Leigh Anne’s philanthropic 

efforts merely reposition Michael within a pre-existing hierarchy as opposed to changing, 

complicating, or questioning the (racial) hierarchy altogether. This is not to say that the 

generosity of the Tuohys does not impact Michael and, potentially, the trajectory of his 
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life and of his career, but that within the film, no matter how much capital Michael 

receives, he remains an object to be looked at and manipulated rather than an active 

participant in his own life. Interactions with characters from Hurt Village, Michael’s 

original neighborhood, underscore the delimitations of their care. In a stark difference 

from white philanthropy, “black philanthropy has been a demonstration of solidarity with 

the oppressed. It has been a mechanism for survival, mutual assistance, and self-help, for 

social protest, for the struggle for justice, for the enhancement of the educational and 

economic status of blacks, and for the establishment of institutions” (Hamilton 10). Big 

Tony’s work in helping Michael get into Wingate is seen in the film, but the film more 

heavily focuses on the (white) board member’s contemplations of his admission to the 

school, with a specific focus on a white female teacher’s pleas for them to admit him. 

With Big Tony’s role largely minimized, however, the film both plays into and supports 

the status quo, thereby arguing for the moral superiority of wealthy white people in the 

film through the exclusion of the years of philanthropy Michael received from black 

community members. 

The white supremacist logic of the film means that although the Tuohy family 

takes Michael in from the streets, their generosity is almost immediately undercut by their 

suspicions about him. After getting Michael set up on the couch downstairs, Leigh Anne 

retreats to her upstairs bedroom with Sean. Almost immediately, as she sits in their 

luxurious bed, she turns to Sean and asks, “Is this a bad idea?” (Hancock). Her initial 

query is soon followed up with another question: “You don’t think he’ll steal anything do 

you?” (Hancock). Immediately suspicious of Michael, Leigh Anne’s questions evoke, in 

this moment, stereotypes and suspicions. Her immediate question about him “stealing” 
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something, referencing physical belongings, showcases her concern for the material items 

that visually demonstrate her wealth rather than her concern for Michael. It is visibly 

present the night that he’s walking alone on the dark and empty street, but is transformed 

by his presence in her own home. The specific choice to use these questions in the script 

both reinscribes long-held and violent stereotypes and foreshadows the ways in which, 

throughout the film, Michael will almost always be regarded with an air of suspicion. In 

this moment, the film undercuts Leigh Anne’s goodness, alerting the viewer to her racist 

beliefs. To be clear, my argument is not that Leigh Anne is portrayed in the film as anti-

racist or even non-racist. The film, especially at the beginning, exposes her racism by 

juxtaposing her racist notions with carefully curated moments of Michael’s gentleness. 

The pairing of both is important as it tokenizes Michael and also opens the door for her 

saviorism and “progression” through the film. The next morning, before Leigh Anne goes 

downstairs to check on Michael, she turns to Sean and tells him, “If you hear a scream, 

call the insurance adjuster” (Hancock). The neatly folded sheets that Michael carefully 

lays on the couch before leaving peacefully and silently and before Leigh Anne comes 

downstairs showcase the ridiculousness and absurdity of Leigh Anne’s comments while 

also underscoring the gentility of Michael himself. However this first moment introduces 

the way in which this interracial philanthropy and mothering will often be frequently met 

with unease and dissonance. 

     Capitalism and gifting run rampant throughout the narrative as one of Leigh 

Anne’s key forms of mothering and surround the film itself. Subsequent to the release of 

the film, both the real life Michael Oher and the Tuohy family released books called: I 

Beat the Odds: From Homelessness, to The Blind Side, and Beyond and In a Heartbeat: 
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Sharing the Power of Cheerful Giving respectively. The release of these two books 

(Oher’s being a bestseller) speaks both to the need to clarify the narrative the film 

presents and the allure of the romanticized sports-turned-white-savior narrative. While it 

is true that this particular sports narrative is uniquely in the way it features a woman as 

the lead, it’s equally important to consider the ways in which Leigh Anne’s womanhood 

is constructed on and through dehistoricized opportunity and ability as well as disparate 

constructions and erasures of black womanhood and maternal figures. On Michael’s 

biological mother’s apartment windows, the literal bars eerily resemble those of prison 

bars and cells—perhaps an allusion to how the legal abolition of U.S. chattel slavery 

swiftly led into the prison-industrial-complex and the hyper-policing and incarceration of 

black men and black women. That Investigator Granger, the single Black woman who 

actively seeks to protect Michael, is confined to one place, seen in a glass building with 

the outside downtown area seemingly just out of reach, speaks to the continuing 

segregation in the U.S. even when it is legally unlawful and, importantly, to the neglect 

and violence against black women. 

 

Othering Oher, Exposing Leigh Anne 

Disability Studies is a field rooted in the concept of the norm and deviations from 

the norm. Lennard Davis writes that “to understand the disabled body, one must return to 

the concept of the norm, the normal body” (Davis 1). The normal body doesn’t merely 

exist in the world on its own, but rather (like standards of beauty) is created by those in 

power to maintain their power and dominance. The creation of the normal seeps into all 

aspects of our lives as “we consider what the average person does, thinks, earns, or 
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consumes. We rank our intelligence, our cholesterol level, our weight, height, sex drive, 

bodily dimensions along some conceptual line from subnormal to above-average.” (Davis 

1). The ranking of all these aspects has impact: “with the concept of norm, comes the 

concept of deviations of extremes. When we think of bodies, in a society where the 

concept of the norm is operative, then people with disabilities will be thought of as 

deviants” (Davis 3). Here, in the case of The Blind Side, I’m most interested in how 

Michael is portrayed as deviating from the norm in terms of bodily dimensions, namely 

his height and weight. I argue that through othering Michael through the deliberate and 

constant focus on his body, the film not only medicalized Michael, but presents Leigh 

Anne’s (and other white characters’) generosity as urgent, as going above and beyond the 

call of duty.  The medical model of disability views certain bodies as needing to be 

“cured” either for their deficit, or for their excess. Through the way Michael’s body is 

portrayed on screen (and what his body is compared to), his body is both made invisible 

and hypervisible.  

The size of his “abnormal” body threads through the film as an impetus for 

surveillance. Within the film, visual distance on the screen is used to convey a need for 

physical distance. Previous analyses of the film have argued that the portrayal of Michael 

from a distance “[creates] a spectator’s gaze of black life” (Pimentel and Santillanes 134). 

Here, I suggest an alternative analysis by contending that the way Michael is often seen 

from a distance and/or through objects is not simply from someone else’s (a white 

person’s) perspective, but implies a need to create distance for fear that he cannot be 

trusted or might cause harm. Through the way the camera approaches Michael, his body 

is, at once, put on display and disallowed from being seen. The tensions in the depictions 
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of Michael’s physical body heighten the impact and significance of Leigh Anne’s 

proximity to him. Near the beginning of the film, viewers watch a then-homeless Michael 

enter a laundromat. The hyper-saturation and near-neon-ness of the color within the scene 

is both jarring to the eye and a stark contrast from the previous scene in which the hues 

are more subdued. From the outset of the scene, viewers are implicitly primed to watch 

with suspicion and be on guard. When Michael enters the laundromat there is only one 

other woman in the laundromat who gives Michael a suspicious and standoffish glance—

implying that she doesn’t trust him. At this point in the scene the viewer is in the 

laundromat with Michael. As the woman puts her clothes in the dryer and walks away, 

she turns back to look at Michael—again with a look of suspicion. The repetition of 

suspicious looks given to Michael by the other woman encourages viewers of the movie 

to be suspicious of Michael as well. As the woman walks out of the laundromat, Michael 

opens up her dryer (presumably because he doesn’t have enough money to pay for his 

own) and tosses his clothes in. At this moment, the camera angle changes, and viewers 

are now looking at Michael from outside the laundromat. The glass walls of the 

laundromat are scratched up with broad black pillars that further obstruct the viewer’s 

ability to see Michael. At the same moment, the audio changes and viewers now hear the 

muffled and ominous noises of dogs barking and a train honking. The sound in this scene, 

coupled with the visual saturation and the other woman’s suspecting look, raises alarm 

bells. In this way, the suspicion of the woman is now mirrored both by the camera and by 

the audio, as the camera now gazes upon Michael from a distance—from outside the 

laundromat. Importantly, this is done at the same time that Michael reaches down and 

opens a biology textbook—a harmless physical object that is representative of formal 
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education. While some may read this gesture as merely characterizing Michael as 

studious and innocuous, I contend that the ominous and anticipatory tone established by 

the rest of the scene and the speed at which the scene cuts after Michael opens the 

textbook also concretizes the characterization of Michael as suspicious and highlights his 

bodily abnormality. 

 In one of the most publicized scenes from the film, based on its prominence in the 

film’s trailers, Michael is similarly seen from a distance and obscured from full view. 

Viewers see the Tuohy family drive away from the children’s school on a dark and rainy 

night. The camera is positioned inside the car so that viewers are gazing into it, looking at 

the family through the front windshield. The family is at the front of the screen and it is 

only through the back windshield that the rain is visible. However, at the moment that 

Leigh Anne sees Michael walking down the road, the camera position changes and 

audiences now see Michael from Leigh Anne’s perspective. While previous scholars have 

noted how Michael is often looked at from the point of view of the Tuohy family, what is 

more significant is that audiences are now looking at Michael through the windshield that 

is covered with rain. Whereas when we look at the Tuohy family we are right there with 

them, positioned inside of the car so that the rain doesn’t obstruct our ability to see them, 

when Michael becomes the object of focus, he is distanced and blurred both through the 

windshield (a physical barrier) and through the rain (a visual barrier). I argue that 

Michael’s distance and obfuscation from viewers is less about coming to know and see 

him from the perspective of the Tuohys, but rather implies that he cannot be trusted and 

needs to be kept at a double-fold distance in case he poses a danger. The environment 

that he finds himself in (hopping from home to home, lacking appropriate clothing and 
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accessories) disables him, and the combination of his body size and his race, from the 

film’s logic, invites the hypervisibility and surveillance of his body. Sara Ahmed argues 

that when non-white bodies inhabit white spaces “such bodies are made invisible when 

we see spaces as being white, at the same time as they become hypervisible when they do 

not pass, which means they ‘stand out’ and ‘stand apart’” (Ahmed 159). Michael’s body 

in this scene follows Ahmed’s framework—his body is made less visible by the distance, 

but the quick shift between clarity and obfuscation makes his body, paradoxically, 

hypervisible. If, as Ahmed also argues, “whiteness… orients bodies in specific directions, 

affecting how they take up space,” then Michael’s body is not only oriented on the screen 

from the perspective of whiteness, but also spatially distanced from the viewer (Ahmed 

152). Michael’s body takes up less space on the screen and is obscured from full view to 

“protect” the viewer from the stereotype of danger that Michael’s physical body 

represents. The “excess” cannot be rendered fully visible. 

Although the way that Michael is characterized throughout the film shifts as he 

comes to know the Tuohy family, the Tuohys come to know him, and he integrates into 

the Wingate Christian School community, he is ultimately never rendered as fully 

harmless. At the beginning of the film when Michael first enrolls at Wingate, there is a 

scene in which Michael walks up to the playground at the elementary school, and two 

young girls look at each other in fear, grab each other’s hands, and run away when 

Michael says “hi” as he approaches. In a subsequent scene, set much later in the film, the 

same two girls smile with delight as they see Michael approach. With excitement in their 

voices, they ask Michael to come over and give them a push on the swing set. Although 

this scene is upbeat and the little girls show no fear (in fact, quite the opposite) towards 
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Michael as they tell him “higher, higher!,” as the audience, we still watch Michael from a 

distance and through another apparatus on the playground. The camera angle makes it 

appear that Michael’s body is constantly under surveillance, that no matter how 

innocuous he is and is perceived to be, he can never be rendered fully visible or fully 

innocent. That these two paired scenes are irrelevant to advancing the plot of the film is 

critical to note as it demonstrates the film’s focus in showing Michael’s body in 

comparison to other bodies. The inclusion of these two scenes can be understood as a 

way to further surveil Michael. Importantly the scene at the playground comes after two 

scenes in which Michael’s character is questioned to different degrees. In the first scene, 

one of Leigh Anne’s WASPy friends asks Leigh Anne if she is concerned about Collins: 

“he’s a boy, a large black boy, sleeping under the same roof” (Hancock). In the second, 

Leigh Anne asks Collins if she is comfortable with Michael being at their house because, 

if not, she can find other arrangements. While the playground scene can be read as a way 

to resuscitate Michael’s character and portray him as completely unthreatening after these 

two scenes in which his character is questioned and Leigh Anne’s racism is made 

glaringly obvious, I contend that, even in the scenes in which we can assume the 

filmmaker intends to show Michael’s kindness and gentleness, he is still gazed upon and 

surveilled.  

 The camera lingers on Michael’s hand again at the Thanksgiving table. As the 

Tuohys and Michael sit down at the table, Leigh Anne instructs her family to say grace 

before they eat. Leigh Anne promptly links hands with Sean, as does Sean with SJ, as 

does Leigh Anne with Collins. The camera then pans to Collins who gazes in Michael’s 

direction tentatively before reaching her hand out to hold his. As Collins and Michael 



 35 

link their hands, the camera moves from Michael from the perspective of Collins to 

looking at Michael’s arm from behind. The camera lingers on Collins’ and Michael’s 

hands. Within a Mulveyan framework, Michael (via is hand) is the object of fear, and 

thus connotes a sense of “to-be-looked-at-ness” where the camera lingers not simply to 

ensure that there is no danger, but the act of lingering in and of itself implies that there 

could have been danger. The act of waiting, the act of letting time pass before one moves 

on, occurs within an anticipatory and fearful framework that is suspicious of a body like 

Michael’s. 

The suspicion surrounding Michael’s body and body movement is so strong 

within the film that even in the scene in which Leigh Anne, Sean, Collins, and SJ ask 

Michael if he wants to officially be part of their family and be legally adopted, Michael’s 

body language attempts to convince the viewer that he poses no threat. At the beginning 

of the scene, SJ, Sean, and Michael’s hands and/or forearms are all visible on the dining 

room table. However, after Sean and Leigh Anne ask Michael if he wants them to 

become his legal guardians and Michael says “yes,” both Sean and SJ’s body language 

becomes more playful and relaxed as their arms and hands slide away from the table and 

their upright positions relax into more relaxed ways of sitting. On the contrary, Michael 

keeps his hands stretched out on the table and as the scene ends and the camera pans, his 

arms are positioned at the center of the screen; the focus on his arms and hands can be 

read as an attempt on Michael’s part to be constantly showing that he is not going  to 

make any sudden moves, that he can be trusted, that he is safe and non-violent.  

Not only is Michael’s body seen in fragmented form throughout the movie and 

not only is his body obscured from full sight as he is surveilled, but he is also asked to 



 36 

manipulate his body throughout the film to make him appear friendlier. In the scene 

referenced above where the two elementary school- aged girls run away from Michael as 

he approaches, after the girls run away, SJ comes up to the playground. “Smile at them! It 

lets them know you’re their friend,” SJ tells Michael in an encouraging tone (Hancock). 

While this scene may appear innocuous, there are clear racial undertones to SJ’s 

statement in that Michael’s body, large and black, is automatically perceived to be 

menacing. As Jackson argues, “a heavy-set, dark-skinned Black male with unkempt hair 

will cue different reactions that a thin, lightly complexed Black male who is well 

groomed” (Jackson 63). Moreover, Ahmed argues that “whiteness is what the institution 

is orientated ‘around,’ so that even bodies that might not appear white still have to inhabit 

whiteness, if they are to get ‘in’” (Ahmed 158). In this case, although Michael physically 

does not and cannot appear white, he has to smile, to make himself look more friendly, 

less threatening, if he is to get “in,” to be seen as friendly and non-threatening, within the 

Wingate Christian School community. In a way similar to telling a woman to smile is a 

way of sexualizing and harassing women and their bodies, of “taking other people as 

objects, subjecting them to a controlling a curious gaze,” SJ telling Michael to smile is an 

extension both of SJ’s whiteness and of Michael’s blackness (Mulvey 835). Specifically, 

as “‘doing things’ depends not so much on intrinsic capacity, or even upon dispositions 

or habits, but on the ways in which the world is available as a space for action,” SJ’s 

ability to (with seeming innocence) tell Michael to smile is dependent on his white, male 

privilege (Ahmed 153).  

 The Story of Ferdinand is a 1930s children’s book about a bull named Ferdinand, 

who, unlike the other bulls nearby, would rather smell the flowers than engage in bull 
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fights. While bulls traditionally connote strength, danger, and ferocity—Ferdinand 

symbolizes the opposite. He is docile, harmless, and lazy. In the film, Ferdinand is first 

evoked when the Tuohys stop at a bookstore. In a rush to get to dinner, Leigh Anne finds 

Collins, SJ, and Michael all sitting on the ground in the kids section of the bookstore 

reading Where the Wild Things Are and The Story of Ferdinand. The lines that Leigh 

Anne Tuohy dramatically recites from memory from Where the Wild Things Are, “he 

gnashed his terrible teeth and roared his terrible roar,” are meant to be a foil for The Story 

of Ferdinand, and, by extension a foil for Michael. When SJ shows Leigh Anne The Story 

of Ferdinand and tells his mom that it’s always been his favorite, she smiles and gently 

says “Ohh, Ferdinand. Me too” (Hancock). We see Collins and SJ sitting on low chairs, 

but Michael’s body is almost fully stretched outright between the bookshelves, with his 

hands visibly on his knees in the center of the scene. Whereas Collins’ and SJ’s bodies 

are compressed, Michael’s body remains fully on display, again showing the viewer that 

he has nothing to hide. Even though, in future scenes, Leigh Anne will directly refer to 

Michael as Ferdinand, he still remains an object to be surveilled.  

Back at the Tuohy house later that night, the camera shows Leigh Anne laying in 

bed reading Ferdinand to SJ and Michael. Leigh Anne reads the following passage from 

the children’s book: 

Once upon a time in Spain, there was a little bull and his name was Ferdinand, 

and all the other little bulls he lived with would run, and jump, and butt their 

heads together—but not Ferdinand. He liked to just sit quietly and smell the 

flowers. He had a favorite spot out in the pasture under a cork tree” (Hancock). 
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The passive and feminine imagery in this scene, “sit quietly” and “smell the flowers,” 

characterizes Ferdinand as docile, passive, and unnaturally harmless. In other words, he is 

an abnormal bull—his behavior outside of the realm of what is considered normal. Fast 

forward a few minutes in the film and Leigh Anne and Sean are observing Michael at 

high school football practice. Although Coach Cotton repeatedly tells Michael to tackle 

his opponent, to be more assertive, Michael struggles to be aggressive. In fact, 

dramatically, Michael even stops at one point during a tackle to gaze up and point at 

some green and yellow balloons that emerged out of nowhere and are floating up into the 

sky above the football field. Not only does this scene incorrectly imply that Michael 

didn’t know how to play football before he came to the Tuohys, but it also, tacitly, 

creates a parallel between Michael and Ferdinand. Like Ferdinand, Michael is abnormal. 

This could be done to counter racist stereotypes ascribed to his body and his race, but at 

the same time, the comparison between the two furthers the abnormality of Michael. The 

other football players on the team readily tackle each other, in a way similar to how bulls 

in the story “would run and jump and butt their heads together.” Conversely, Michael is 

portrayed as more interested in standing still and watching balloons fly away, just as 

Ferdinand is more interested in “[sitting] quietly and [smelling] the flowers.” The tacit 

connection made with the balloon moment to equate Michael with Ferdinand is overtly 

made seconds later. Frustrated with Michael’s lack of initiative on the field, Coach 

Cotton exasperatedly complains to Leigh Anne that “most kids from bad situations can’t 

wait to be violent, and that comes out on the field—but this kid acts like he doesn’t want 

to hit anyone” (Hancock). To which Leigh Anne quickly and calmly replies that “he’s 

Ferdinand the bull.” (Hancock). Not only does Coach Cotton’s statement have racial 
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implications about the kinds of kids who are violent, but the image of Michael gazing up 

at balloons infantilizes him and becomes almost comedic, given the discrepancy between 

Michael looking at something as fragile as balloons and his own hefty stature.  

 Michael is lastly equated with Ferdinand after he runs away much later in the film 

and once Leigh Anne finds him. Sitting in the parking lot outside of the laundromat, 

Leigh Anne turns to Michael and tells him, “when I was driving all over looking for you, 

I kept thinking about one thing—Ferdinand the bull.” (Hancock). Importantly, the places 

that Leigh Anne was driving around were neighborhoods that would be understood as the 

bad side of town—the ghetto, impoverished, and predominantly black neighborhood 

where Michael grew up. Thus, even though the connection between Michael and 

Ferdinand purports to characterize him as docile, it is brought up along racial lines. 

Michael then not only becomes equated with Ferdinand, but also is portrayed to be a foil 

to the ghetto and to his race—the black men that Leigh Anne passes not only are 

physically beat up with scratches on their face, but they are seen as violent in that they 

verbally harass Leigh Anne and physically threaten Michael: “tell him to sleep with one 

eye open” (Hancock).  

Ultimately, while the repeated mentions of Ferdinand the Bull are meant to be 

endearing and help characterize Michael as docile and trustworthy and kind, these 

characterizations cannot be separated from their racial implications. Historically, people 

of color, and particularly black people, have been compared to animals as a means of 

negating their humanity and devaluing their lives. While perhaps not intended for racist 

and dehumanizing means, the constant comparison between Michael and Ferdinand 

animalizes, infantilizes, and characterizes him as abnormal in some obscure way. Perhaps 
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most dangerously however, is what this comparison implies about the black community 

that Michael comes from. Just as Ferdinand was an unnaturally passive bull, the 

comparison carries the implication that Michael is an unnaturally passive (non-

threatening) black man. This serves as a form of tokenism where Michael is implied to 

have “transcended” his race and moved away from the way the blackness that is 

portrayed as dangerous and deviant within the film. However, although the comparison to 

Ferdinand in some capacity renders him knowable and trustworthy for mainstream 

audiences, the very act of comparing Michael to a bull and the implications of that 

comparison for black people at large (in combination with the way that Michael himself 

is surveilled throughout the film) is anti-black racism. 

The Blind Side attempts to showcase Leigh Anne Tuohy and Michael Oher’s 

relationship and both of their characters’ progression. And to some extent, the film 

succeeds in helping sports fans better understand the real life Michael Oher’s life and his 

connection to the wealthy Tuohy family. However, in order to show this relationship, the 

film neglects other critical relationships, and evades exposing the social, political, and 

economic structures that allow for the Tuohys’ financial affluence and Oher’s (and his 

community’s) financial hardship. Through drawing on disability studies in the latter part 

of this thesis chapter, I have attempted to demonstrate how the film deliberately 

manipulates Michael’s body throughout the film, putting his body on full display while 

simultaneously hiding it as a way to both justify Leigh Anne’s purported saviorism and, 

simultaneously, to subordinate Michael in a film that purports to celebrate him. 
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Chapter 2 

Precious: Nuancing the White Savior Narrative 

 Released in 2009, just two weeks before John Lee Hancock’s The Blind Side, Lee 

Daniels’ Precious: Based on the Novel ‘Push’ by Sapphire was immediately 

controversial among film critics, moviegoers, and scholars. Precious, like The Blind Side, 

was nominated for and won major film awards. The film, set in the late 1980s, stars 

Gabourey Sidibe as an African American teenager named Claireece Precious Jones. At 

only 16 years old, Precious, raped and sexually abused by her father, is pregnant with her 

second incestuous child. Mary, Precious’ mother, is verbally and physically abusive to 

her daughter and her grandchildren. When the principal of Precious’ high school learns of 

Precious’ second pregnancy, she transfers her to an alternative school hoping that a 

different environment will change the trajectory of her life. At this alternative school 

Precious is introduced to her teacher Blu Rain (played by Paula Patton), whose patience, 

persistence, and ability to cultivate a learning community allow Precious to better express 

herself and connect with school work and her fellow students. During this same time, 

Precious begins working with a new social worker, Ms. Weiss (played by Mariah Carey). 

Although Precious’ relationship with Mrs. Weiss is at times tense and not as explicitly or 

overtly nurturing as in her relationship with Ms. Rain, Ms. Weiss ultimately protects 

Precious from the cycle of abuse and maltreatment she endures at her mom’s apartment. 

While the longevity and characteristics of the two relationships are all different, all of 

these connections are posited as integral and transformative in helping her begin a 

healthier new life chapter. 
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         Unlike The Blind Side, Precious doesn’t fit into a typical white savior narrative. 

The few white characters in the film are tertiary and have largely disappeared by the 

film’s close. And yet, the similarities in depiction between Precious as a character and 

Michael Oher from The Blind Side are fruitful and in need of further unpacking. In this 

chapter, I look at a different form of racism. Colorism, as defined in Race and Ethnicity: 

The Key Concepts, “refers to skin color stratification both between people of color and 

whites as well as within communities of color. Privileges are associated with lighter skin 

tone as well as a combination of other Anglicized physical features such as eye and hair 

color and texture, lip size, and shape of the eyelids and nose” (47-48). Both Blu Rain and 

Ms. Weiss are biracial and fit more closely to Anglicized physical features. These 

characters represent the impetus and promise of hope and mobility for Precious, while her 

biological family members are largely the ones who continually harm, abuse, and berate 

Precious throughout the film. Precious’ own vocally and tacitly implied desire to move 

towards and be connected with whiteness demonstrates the violence and harm of this 

internalized colorism. In this chapter, I examine the aspirational whiteness, whiteness as 

representing “good,” and whiteness as the ideal throughout the text—importantly, even 

when white bodies are largely absent from the film’s narrative. I posit that looking at the 

biracial characters as aspirational white saviors, being careful not to conflate their 

relative lightness with the privileges that full whiteness and passing as white confer, is a 

useful framework in understanding the underlying intent behind saviorism in a broader 

context.  

Audrey Kerr writes about the portrayal of complexion, complexion indicators, and 

colorism/shadeism within Precious. She argues that within the film, largely devoid of 
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influential or powerful white characters, colorism becomes a vector for which 

representations of community power are located as a space of agency working for and 

helping the powerless (such as Precious). While noting the way the white gaze is 

marginalized within the film, Kerr posits that colorism becomes the focal point, where 

black characters create a hierarchy of value and worth within the black community 

featured in the film. Precious’ body, then, makes apparent the “light privilege” that both 

lighter-skinned, more educated, and more economically advantaged characters have 

within the film. To be clear, my aim in pointing out the colorism of the film is not to 

erase the structural failures and conditions that lead to Mary’s condition or state of mind. 

And it is certainly not to villainize and dehumanize her (further) nor to conflate her 

relationship with Precious with the privileges that white wives of slave masters had. 

Rather, my aim is to demonstrate how because of the film’s adherence to these tropes 

along color lines, with Mary’s character both resembling the monstrous mother and the 

jealous white mistress (and Carl representing the absent and violently incestuous father), 

phenotypically dark-skinned people within the film are portrayed as the ones who cause 

and participate in trauma and abuse and lighter-skinned (and biracial) people provide and 

participate in the (fantasies of) escape. The color divide of the film is, at once, the racism 

deeply embedded in the film and also a scathing commentary on the impact of racism, 

particularly on the most vulnerable. 

 

Colorism and Cure 

The opening of Precious foregrounds the role that saviorism and saving plays 

throughout the text. After the opening credits’ childlike handwriting scribbling 
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misspelled versions of the typed words on the screen highlight Precious’ illiteracy, the 

film pivots to a scene in which Precious is met by her fairy godmother (played by Susan 

Taylor). The darkness and quietly ominous opening industrial scene is starkly juxtaposed 

with this scene with Susan Taylor—the only similarities between the two being the 

reddish orange scarf first hanging from a street light and then being gently placed on 

Precious’ shoulder in the next scene. The trope of the fairy godmother canonically 

represents a woman who is possessed by magic and works as an ally and mentor for the 

protagonist of the text as they face adversity and struggle within whatever situation and 

against whatever person who entraps them. But it could also be argued that the fairy 

godmother represents “cure.” Differentiating cure from other forms of medical processes 

(diagnosis, treatment, management, rehabilitation, and prevention), Clare posits that cure 

is focused on eradication much like the fairy godmother’s role is to remove the person in 

need from the situation (Clare 71). With soft white fluorescent lighting that creates a halo 

shape around her character, Taylor elegantly and gently, with a warm and inviting smile, 

walks up to Precious. The scene ends with Precious’ cheeks turned up in a smile as her 

fairy godmother backs up and walks out of the room. Throughout the entirety of the 

scene, a fairytale-esque and Nutcracker-like soundtrack plays in the background with a 

consistent rhythm. The consistency and delicateness of the rhythm create a sense of 

comfort and stability. This is a comfort and stability that, in many other parts of the film, 

is glaringly absent. This scene functions almost as the anti-establishing shot—a shot in 

film that sets up the context for the scene ahead and is carefully designed to inform the 

audience where the action will be taking place. In other words, scenes like this (with 

Precious and predominantly biracial characters) repeat throughout the film as the 



 45 

dreamland that Precious aspires towards, used to starkly contrast the reality of her lived 

experience. Through opening the film with this fairy godmother scene, the film 

foregrounds the despair and desolation of Precious’ situation. The gentility of the fairy 

godmother (wearing an intricate and ornate orange dress adorned with sparkles) is starkly 

juxtaposed against the “Harlem 1987” sign that flashes on the screen immediately after. 

         While the opening scene of the film emphasizes the role that delusions and 

dreams play in Precious’s life, her first speaking lines of the film are a testament to the 

pervasiveness of colorism within the film. As she walks through her high school with the 

bell ringing she says: “My name is Claireece Precious Jones. I wish I had a light-skinned 

boyfriend with real nice hair. And I want to be on the cover of a magazine” (Daniels). 

Within these lines, Precious discursively links her name, and thus her identity, with her 

desire for a light-skinned boyfriend. The ambulatory ringing of the school bell between 

her introduction and her desire emphasizes the tension between her phenotypical 

darkness and the lightness that she aspires to be relationally connected to (and later 

demonstrates a desire to emulate). The tensions between her desire for connection and 

visibility are contrasted by a tracking shot of Precious moving down the hallway in 

silence as other students in the school walk in groups and are audibly chatting in the 

background of Precious’ monologue. The shot of Precious at the beginning of the 

film  allows viewers to both experience Precious’ walk from just in front of her, and also 

functions visually as a contrast between her facial expressions with her fairy godmother 

and her facial expressions at the school.  

Fantasy and reality become blurred as Precious moves from the hallway to the 

classroom. Set in the math classroom, teacher Mr. Wicher attempts to get  students’ 
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attention. A panning shot of the classroom, ending with Precious, emphasizes other 

students’ talkativeness  in juxtaposition to a silent and sullen Precious: at the very back 

corner of the room, with her cheek sunken into her hand. She expresses that she likes 

math, but doesn’t try at all. Overlayed narration from Precious says, “Everyday I tell 

myself imma breakthrough. Something going to happen. Imma break through. Somebody 

gonna break through to me” (Daniels). As Precious’ monologue transitions to the last two 

sentences, the camera changes from showing Precious on screen to a shot of her white 

male teacher, Mr. Wicher, as he continues to try and explain the class concept of the day. 

The overlay of Precious’ last lines with a shot of Mr. Wicher emphatically trying to 

explain the concept attributes Precious’ conception of her breakthrough being linked to or 

dependent upon Mr. Wicher. Precious begins again: “I like Mr. Wicher. I pretend he’s my 

husband and we live someplace like Westchester. Look at him. He like me too. I know it. 

I can tell by his eyes” (Daniels). A zoom shot occurs as Precious talks about pretending 

her teacher is her husband, creating a sense of fantasy which is emphasized by the rapid 

time-travel like music that implies a departure from reality. And now twice, within the 

first two minutes of the film, Precious has expressed a desire to be in a relationship 

(boyfriend and then marriage) with light-skinned or white men. Her eyes perk up as he 

speaks. She goes on to say that “he’s always looking at me, smiling at me,” at the same 

time that Mr. Wicher is seen telling the two boys sitting in front of Precious to be quiet. 

This both undermines her point, but also demonstrates her desire to be seen—and 

particularly to be seen by white and light-skinned people. Precious comes to her teacher’s 

defense, as she stands up, hits the two boys, and tells them “shut the fuck up. I’m trying 
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to listen” (Daniels). Her mental and emotional alignment with her white teacher is 

juxtaposed against the lack of focused attention that he pays to her. 

Precious’s preoccupation with lightness doesn’t stop with how she interacts with 

other people, but also impacts how she sees herself. In a scene set in her mother’s 

apartment where she is getting ready for school, Precious stares into the mirror. Mirrors, 

in film, often reflect what the character wants to see. In other words, mirror images 

reflect psychological desires that can be beneath the surface or not explicitly stated. As 

Precious, cleanly groomed for school, stares into the mirrors, reflected back at her is a 

woman, wearing the same sweatshirt/jacket as Precious, with the curler placed at the 

same part of her hair. Behind Precious (and then also reflected in the mirror) is a poster of 

a white blonde woman, presumably a movie star. The only difference between the two 

women is that the woman who Precious sees in the mirror is, also, white with blonde hair 

curled into ringlets. Music similar to that which played at the beginning of the film with 

Precious’ fairy godmother appears again here, and as Precious removes the curler from 

her bangs, so too does the woman looking back at her. The mirroring of the two women 

persists as Precious puts on a red hairband, picks something off  her dresser, and grabs 

her bag before leaving the room. Right before Precious leaves the room, she purses her 

lips as she looks at her/the other woman one last time before heading to school. That the 

woman in the mirror does everything in line with Precious supports the idea that the 

woman is how Precious desires to see herself. That the mirror image is not only shown 

mimicking Precious, but also picking up her backpack and leaving alongside Precious, 

demonstrates how Precious carries this aspiration of different embodiment with her as she 

moves throughout her day to day life. 
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After Precious’s principal at her school kicks her out on account of her second 

pregnancy, Precious transfers to an alternative school, Each One Teach One. The shift in 

perspective is visually demonstrated even before Precious enters the classroom. Here, 

“lighting emerges as the primary symbol of Precious’s literacy and liberation from her 

oppressive environment. The day that Precious goes to her new school, it is noteworthy 

that a shot features Harlem under a bright blue sky where birds are flying around, 

symbolizing her freedom” (Richardson 170-1). Following a Freiarian pedagogy, the 

school (or at least the classroom we see Precious in) is student-centered rather than the 

banking system of education. It is this change, and individualized approach and attention, 

that kick-starts much of the changes that continue to occur in Precious’ life. As Precious 

timidly walks into the school, she stops before entering the classroom. While waiting 

down the hall, Ms. Rain comes up to her and urges her into the classroom. With a kind 

and gentle but firm voice, she urges Precious to come into the classroom with her. As she 

walks away from Precious, before Precious follows her in, the light as she walks down 

the hallway frame her as almost angelic. Like the fairy godmother figure at the beginning 

of the film, the film’s lighting and focus on Ms. Rain’s body as she walks away, positions 

Ms. Rain as a glimpse of hope, the pathway to a new beginning, the light of the end of the 

tunnel. Richardson says that that “[Precious] seems to have an out of body experience 

and become an entirely new person as her body stays behind and as the new and 

enlightened version walks through the door of Miss Rain’s classroom in spirit form” 

(Richardson 171). While I might not go so far as to Richardson as to describe Precious’ 

transformation in such striking terms, that she does so demonstrates the impact of this 

casting choice and lighting. A stark difference from Precious’s demeanor where she 
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refused to speak in class despite her knowledge of mathematics, Precious hesitantly 

engages with the classroom and her fellow students. The film’s logic tacitly credits Ms. 

Rain for Precious’ engagement with the class—which is not wrong, but through this it 

posits Precious as dependent upon Ms. Rain (and the other biracial characters soon to be 

introduced) for her success. Of course, it would be callous not to note the differences in 

the way that Ms. Rain and Mr. Wicher approach the classroom, both in their teaching 

styles and in their expressed concern for Precious. While Ms. Rain co-creates a classroom 

with her students, Mr. Wicher merely delivers lesson plans for the day, largely ignorant 

of his students other than in  instances when they are overtly disruptive. My intention is 

not to collapse the differences between the two teachers—and the importance of Ms. Rain 

being a black woman who Precious can better identify with cannot be ignored or 

trivialized—but rather to demonstrate the ways in which the film’s hyper-attentiveness to 

Ms. Rain’s goodness makes less of an attack on white masculinity or manhood and more 

of an attack of the inadequacy of Precious’ mother in supporting her both inside and 

outside of the classroom. Additionally, rather than attack a school system that funnels 

certain demographics into underfunded schools, the film places blame on Precious’ 

mother.  

The colorism of the film is heightened by Precious’ flashback as she sits in Ms. 

Rain’s office getting extra help with reading. As Ms. Rain is patiently trying to explain 

that she wants Precious to try even though she may fail to read the words on the page, 

overlaid with Ms. Rain’s soothing voice is Precious’ mother, Mary,  yelling at Precious. 

Precious’ mom, who has already been introduced into the film’s narrative, becomes 

directly compared to Ms. Rain through the editing that creates the flashbacks, although 
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the two never meet. The overlaying of the voices, and the juxtaposition between the two 

set Ms. Rain and Mary up as opposites. But the film doesn’t stop at merely the overlaying 

of voices. Soon Ms. Rain’s face and voice disappear altogether, as Precious experiences a 

flashback back to her home. Precious is laying down, and we see the scene from her 

perspective. Her father is on top of her, sweaty, and breathing heavily as he rapes her. 

The flashback has such a profound impact on Precious that she has a physical reaction as 

she sits in the classroom. Ms. Rain tells her she’s going to get a nurse to look at Precious. 

Unlike Precious’ mother who demonstrates no care for Precious’ health (often times 

referring to her as a “dumb bitch” and similar pejoratives), Ms. Rain’s concern is 

immediate and unrelenting. The disparity between the violence of the two scenes (the 

flashback occurring at her mother’s apartment) structurally juxtaposes Ms. Rain with 

Precious’ parents. 

The effect and impacts of colorism become no more apparent than at the end of 

the film when Mary visits with Precious’ social worker, Ms. Weiss, in a desperate 

attempt to get Precious and her grandchildren back in her custody. Sitting across from 

Precious and Ms. Weiss, Mary appears with too-light makeup covering her skin—Audrey 

Elisa Kerr writes that “Monique’s face, however, is jarring: it is caked with light powder, 

her brown skin poking around the edges of the thick cream-colored foundation” (Kerr 5). 

Unlike the previous time when the social worker visited Mary’s apartment to verify the 

amount of welfare that the family should be receiving, in the presence of the lighter-

skinned social worker, Mary attempts to authenticate herself through both her apparel and 

her makeup. Her sartorial choices at this moment, wearing a jacket with a faux-fur collar, 

juxtapose against the loungewear style jumpsuit that she wore when the previous social 
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worker visited her home. Mary’s apartment is darkly lit, connoting despair and 

hopelessness, and she is often seen in the shadows or with an artificial greenish red light 

illuminating her. In a stark contrast to how Mary is seen at home, in Ms. Weiss’ office, 

she is brightly backlit as to highlight her relative lightness. Sitting across from Precious, 

as the camera pans between the two as Mary is questioned by Ms. Weiss, Mary’s 

makeup-lightened skin becomes all the more apparent as she pleads to retain her 

maternity. While the scene can be read as a performance of sorts, and perhaps it does 

begin that way, by the end of the scene it becomes apparent that Mary’s trauma, 

repression, and oppression is manifesting in this space. She is a mother, who despite her 

faults, wants to work things out with her daughter. The placement of this scene at the 

film’s end, however, forecloses this opportunity. That is, to deny Mary dimensionality 

throughout much of the film, and to only show her care and emotion for Precious in this 

moment, is a strategic choice to shape how Mary is understood.  

The vision of Precious in the mirror as a white slender woman disappears 

throughout the film, as these fantasies show Precious in her own body, physically 

unchanged. The self-acceptance that Precious reaches is posited as because of her 

interactions with Ms. Weiss and to a larger extent, Ms. Rain. Throughout Precious, 

biracial characters are portrayed as the heroes of the film, while the darker-skinned 

characters overwhelmingly are villainized, dehumanized. The portrayal of Precious’ 

parents, in contrast to the efficacy and ability and willingness of Ms. Rain and Ms. Weiss 

to reach and communicate with Precious, creates a twist on the “white” savior narrative 

in which Precious becomes dependent on the biracial characters for her escape and 

freedom from both her mother’s grasp and physical apartment.  
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Understanding Mary: Limitations of Other Genres and Fields 

         Noting that many reviewers have both tacitly or explicitly associated the film 

“with the horrific, inhuman, gothic, and animalistic,” Charlene Regester, in her article 

“Monstrous Mother, Incestuous Father, and Terrorized Teen: Reading Precious as a 

Horror Film,” compares the structures of tropes in Precious with that of a horror film and 

compares the film’s mechanics to those of canonical horror films such as Psycho (1960) 

and Carrie (1976). It’s important to note that the very title of the article, with the 

adjectives that describe Mary, Carl, and Precious, are all words that connote fear, disgust, 

and repulsion. In this capacity, Regester foregrounds the way that the tropes of the horror 

genre are applied, largely but not exclusively, to Precious’ family. She reads Mary as the 

bad mother, the phallic mother, the failed mother and the collusive mother—all 

representations of motherhood that are frequently depicted in horror films. Drawing upon 

horror films, and contrasting Mary’s behavior from the historic symbolism of black 

motherhood cemented by Annie in Imitation of Life, Regester reads Mary’s terrorizing of 

Precious and her granddaughter as “an abnormality marking the film as horrific” 

(Regester 33). Regester provides readings that analogize Precious and her mother with 

vampires, reading the scenes of abuse and violence at the stairwell, and looking at 

Precious’ fantasies of escape during trauma and sexual and physical violence as in line 

with the mechanics of the horror genre. Regester demonstrates how the film, not posited 

or marketed as a horror film, fits within the tropes that moviegoers would tacitly 

recognize as in line with the horrific. As horror films often create feelings of anxiety, 

abandonment, dread, fear, and repulsion, aligning Precious with the horror genre—with 

the physically darker skinned characters representing fear and the lighter skinned 
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characters providing moments of respite or relief—the film’s technical production (via 

camera angles, lighting, music, as well as via character traits and development) creates a 

stark contrast between characters based on the darkness or relative lightness of their skin.  

The connection that Regester makes to monsters and monstrosity is also linked to 

disability. Douglas Baynton traces the ways in which disability has historically been used 

to justify and/or explain inequality and the marginalization of groups. Using the 

marginalization of women as a reference point, Baynton summarizes Edmund Burke’s 

criticism of the French Revolution:  

Burke’s argument rested just as fundamentally on a rhetorical contrast between 

the natural constitution of the body politic and the monstrous deformity that the 

revolution had brought forth...This rhetoric of monstrosity was by no means 

peculiar to the conservative case. Tom Paine, in his response to Burke, also found 

the monster metaphor an apt and useful one (Baynton 18).  

Baynton goes on to explain that the “metaphor of the natural versus the monstrous was a 

fundamental way of constructing social reality in Burke’s time” (Baynton 18). While, as 

Baynton notes, the natural morphed to the “norm” as centuries went on: 

Both [the natural and the norm] are ways of establishing the universal, 

unquestionable good and right. Both are also ways of establishing social 

hierarchies that justify the denial of legitimacy and certain rights to individuals or 

groups. Both are constituted in large part by being set in opposition to culturally 

variable notions of disability—just as the natural was meaningful in relation to the 

monstrous and the deformed, so are the cultural meanings of the normal produced 

in tandem with disability (Baynton 18-19). 
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Baynton’s rhetoric of “establishing the universal, unquestionable good and right” is 

important both in terms of Regester’s article and in terms of my argument more broadly. 

Regester’s reading of Mary, Carl, and Precious (albeit to a different extent) as 

representing the monstrous also positions them as representing the disabled. The 

“unquestionable good and right” then, within the context of Precious, is emblemized by 

Ms. Rain, Ms. Weiss, and John McFadden who stand in stark contrast with Precious and 

her parents. In other words, the “monstrosity” of Precious’ parents deforms and disables 

them and then creates the narrative possibility for Precious to be “saved” or “cured” by 

well-intentioned characters before the film ends. Eli Clare explains that “cure is an 

ideology rooted in the medical-industrial complex, which, like the military-industrial and 

prison-industrial complexes, is an intricate jumble. Economic interests crisscross with 

scientific frameworks. Public and private institutions interlock. Governmental regulations 

sit next to cultural understandings” (Clare 69). Essentially, Clare critiques the ways in 

which what is constructed as lacking or deficient or broken is shaped by first 

pathologizing experiences or conditions and then necessitating that they be “eradicated” 

because of their supposed abnormality (Clare 71).  My attempt to analogize the “cure” 

narrative from disability studies with the “white savior” narrative more present in critical 

race studies—being conscious not to conflate or collapse the historical differences and 

lived experiences of the two—is also a link between the biomedical model of care (of 

treatment) and of racism, broadly speaking. My hope is that through thinking about the 

way that the pervasive and often overbearing push to “cure” or alter our bodies (as a way 

to eradicates that which is created as deviant) is similar to how white and aspirational 
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white savior narratives, like The Blind Side and Precious, propagate dangerous and 

violent notions about the inadequacy of lower-class black motherhood and caretaking.  

         Like Regester’s article on the horror film, Riché Richardson reads the physical 

and emotional abuse and neglect in Precious as fitting within the genre conventions of 

another genre—the slave narrative and the liberatory/neoslave narrative. Richardson 

examines the ways in which features of the slave narrative—such as a first sentence 

beginning with “I was born,” uncertainty about birth date and parentage, cruel detailings 

of abuse and whippings, the struggle to acquire literacy, and a successful escape—surface 

within the film both as ways of demonstrating “the residual traces of slavery on black 

subject formation and consciousness in the contemporary era and as highlighting the 

trauma and violence experienced by Precious” (Richardson 162). But unlike the slave 

narratives that were published around the time of the Civil War, the “jealous mistress” of 

Precious is not the (often times wealthy) white wife of the master: 

Mary L. Johnston is a neglectful and abusive mother. Her refusal to intercede, 

jealousy of her lover’s abuse of her daughter, accusation that Precious seduced 

him, and failure to recognize him as a rapist recall the rage of the jealous mistress 

that surfaced as a motif in slave narratives such as Harriet Jacobs’ Incidents in the 

Life of a Slave Girl (1861) (Richardson 165). 

Through making the parallel between the rage of Precious’ own mother and the wealthy 

white women whose husbands raped their enslaved women, Richardson twists the slave 

narrative genre, demonstrates how Precious can be read as at least partially enslaved in 

her mother’s home, and sets the stage for Precious’ need for escape. But the similarities 

between Precious and the slave narrative genre do not end with figuring Precious’ mother 



 56 

as either a jealous mistress or slave master. Like enslaved women during the time of the 

Civil War, Precious’s own ability to mother is threatened: “Precious’s separation from 

her daughter Little Mongo born with Down Syndrome, the precariousness of Precious’s 

situation once she leaves home, and her risk of losing her son Abdul once she moves to 

Advancement House lie in the continuum with stories of black enslaved mothers whose 

children were sold away from them” (Richardson 166). Precious’ symbolic captivity and 

the limited agency that she experiences is punctuated in the final scene at Mary’s 

apartment where Precious fights her mother as she brutalizes her, “[recalling] the fight 

between a master and slave that punctuates the climax of Douglass’s narrative” 

(Richardson 174).  

To Richardson, the means of physical escape for Precious are seen in the form of 

the subway, analogous to the Underground Railroad for fleeing enslaved people (174). 

Her journey from captivity to literacy to tentative freedom, Richardson posits, helps 

situate Precious’ narrative and trajectory as within the slave narrative genre and thus 

render visible “persisting forms of institutional racism” (Richardson 178). Regester’s link 

between the film and the slave narrative as a genre is a helpful one in terms of figuring 

disability as well. In a talk entitled “Disability, Eco(in)justice and Transnational 

Solidarity” given at Georgetown University, Nirmala Erevelles discussed the ways in 

which black bodies became disabled through the Middle Passage and through U.S. chattel 

slavery and also the ways in which disabled bodies became black through that same 

violent institution. But it wasn’t merely the physical harm that led to the disabling of 

African Americans and the concept of blackness as a disability. The concept of blackness 

as a disability is controversial and risks stigmatizing or pathologizing blackness both in 
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unproductive and racist ways. Race is not a disability. Kimani Paul-Emile, a scholar of 

law, argues that understanding blackness as a disability, because of the ways in which 

“being black increases the odds of living in poverty, attending failing schools, 

experiencing housing discrimination, being denied a job interview, being stopped by the 

police, receiving inferior medical care, living in substandard conditions and polluted 

environments, being unemployed, receiving longer prison sentences, and, ultimately, 

having a lower life expectancy” (Paul-Emile 293). She posits that reading blackness as a 

disability opens “up an entirely new approach to how the law should attend to race 

discrimination and structural inequality: disability law” (293). My intention in 

referencing the concept of blackness as a disability is to point to the ways in which 

Precious and Mary’s blackness disables them in different ways from that of the biracial 

characters, who face different challenges because of their own positionality.  

 Tom Shakespeare parses out the differences between disability and impairment. 

While impairment refers to the physical limitation, disability refers to social exclusion 

and the society that denies you full participation. Mothering, or rather the inability to 

mother their own children because they were bought or sold to different slave 

masters/plantations, for enslaved black women, became a means for their disabling. In 

Precious, the colorist lines upon which mothering hinges harkens back to this concept 

where mothering was denied to women who were enslaved. 

While Regester and Richardson frame Precious as existing partially within the 

genres of the neoslave narrative and the horror genre, these analyses are incomplete and 

fraught. While I agree that the structure of the film does support these readings of Mary 

as a monster or as a master, they are also far too hollow and simplistic. I include them, 
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however, because I believe that these readings are helpful in framing the film—helpful as 

a means of understanding the relationships at play and how viewers could understand the 

film’s arc. And yet, readings that reduce Mary to a master or a monster leave behind the 

ways in which Mary’s life is shaped by and harmed by the institution of white 

supremacy. The film, through using the welfare queen trope, neglects to fully explore the 

discrimination and marginalization that Mary experienced and the barriers placed upon 

her. The scene at the end of the film in whiche Mary begs Ms. Weiss for custody of 

Precious is one moment where these genres fail, but the placement of this scene at the 

film’s end doesn’t leave room for understanding Mary in a different context, or going 

forward. 

Precious deviates from the prototypical white savior narrative in that there are no 

actual white bodies doing the saving. While Ms. Weiss and Ms. Rain are biracial, so too 

are they black and experience their embodiment in ways incredibly distinct from true 

white saviors unencumbered by racism. The film could also be read completely devoid of 

the white savior trope, reading Ms. Weiss and Ms. Rain as coming not from outside 

Precious’ community, but from within it. Through that lens, the film becomes more 

largely a story of community uplift as opposed to a white savior narrative. My intent 

behind reading the film as a version of the white savior trope is because of the specific 

casting choices the film’s director and producer made in combination with the ways in 

which Precious both demonstrates (most prominently at the beginning) a lure towards 

whiteness and her reliance on the two women. While in The Blind Side it was more 

obvious to critique characters like Leigh Anne and her husband and the wealthy circle 

they surrounded themselves with, in Precious my job was not to critique the ways in 



 59 

which characters like Blu Rain and Ms Weiss treat or interact with Precious, but more to 

examine how their characters and their physical presence shapes and was shaped by the 

presence of Precious and her family. The film doesn’t hold white characters complict nor 

does it fully grapple with the multiple failures of the social system that lead Precious and 

her mother to be in the state that they are. 
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Conclusion 

Released in 2009, just ten months after the inauguration of Barack Obama, the 

cultural and political moment in which these films emerged cannot be ignored. Both 

films, in different ways and to different extents, champion whiteness as what is good, as 

what should be moved towards. For a nation that just elected its first African American 

president, the films (and especially The Blind Side) function to emphasize the goodness 

of white people and their ability to move beyond initial preconceptions and prejudices. 

This version of whiteness almost wholly neglects the very real racism and disparate 

standards that President Barack Obama—and, critically, Michelle, Malia, and Sasha—

faced throughout and beyond his presidency. Both Precious and The Blind Side center on 

small groups of people and their individual exchanges, and don’t wholly grapple with and 

hold complicit the power of institutional racism and institutional barriers in shaping the 

trajectories of black people and other people of color. Without institutions being held 

complicit, these films fail to reframe racist narratives of deviance, violence, inadequacy, 

and inferiority. In other words, they propagate rather than question racist beliefs, 

subordination, and reproduce colonization. Narratives of white people “rescuing” black 

people and other people of color are not limited to film, as “mission trips” function as a 

type of voluntourism whereby white people travel to “exotic” places to “help” the 

communities posited as in need of saving. These trips, both incredibly colonial and 

incredibly racist, do little to actually change the structures and systems that created these 

conditions. And yet, these trips are often touted as “heartwarming” or “life changing.” 

People walk away from these trips with an unearned sense of self-worth that is predicated 

on the presupposed inferority of another.  
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Throughout these films, white motherhood and maternity (a motherhood that, 

within these films, is shaped by race and education) is upheld as a way to degrade other 

women and their capacities to mother. These films foreclose upon the potential of black 

motherhood through their narratives that hold no room for lower-class black motherhood.  
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