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Frames of View 

 In the movie “Dear White People” we are introduced to a series of characters. These 

characters serve as satirical vehicles to address questions about race in college, and in society as 

a whole. At the end of the movie, these individuals, all converge from their different points of 

view  in a final, racially fueled conflict. Throughout the movie the characters continually 

discover themselves along the way, by shedding their hard exteriors and opening up, or coming 

to terms with their true self in one way or another. We observe these changes in the characters, 

but it is not just through what the characters say and do that shows us.  

 The director and editors of the film also do a wonderful job of creating a film where we, 

the viewers, can see what is not readily apparent to the characters. The series of camera angles, 

specific shots, and editing used throughout the film gives the audience a hint at what is to come 

and highlights some of the roles various characters will play in the future. The camerawork 

serves as an “aside” (referring to the Shakespearian usage of the word) to the audience of things 

to come, and what a character is currently thinking; thus giving the audience a better and fuller 

understanding of the movie. 

 At the beginning of the movie,the audience is introduced to the main characters  who  

will be, for the most part, at the center of the final conflict. By being positioned as the TV while 
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all characters are watching the same program, we can tell, from the way different characters 

respond , how they will play into the story i.e. Dean Fairbanks is drinking and trying to keep his 

temperament in his office, Colandrea “Coco” Conners is smoking weed (which we can confirm 

through context clues) and looking at the TV in her black weave, Troy Fairbanks is slouched 

over and looks exasperated, Kurt Fletcher is eating an apple and seems to be quite calm, and Sam 

White is recording the whole episode unfold, showing that she has a vested interest in the news 

as well. The viewers are able to experience these characters (without the interference of the other 

characters in the movie) , where the actors can develop their own, true selves.  Not 

coincidentally, the theme of behaving differently in front of others is constant throughout the 

movie. 

 This first series of scenes gives us a frame of reference for each character as well. Judith 

Lancioni writes about the art of framing in her piece “The Rhetoric of the Frame”. In it she says 

that oftentimes we are shown a “photograph in its original form and others which reframe 

portions of the original.” (p. 106)  This is especially true in these scenes. Initially, we are 

introduced to the characters and feel we have a taste of their self and being. Later in the film, the 

viewer will see each of the characters changing and acting differently to suggest that they are 

different people than as they have initially been depicted. This is not an accident. Lancioni 

writes, “Reframing is often used to provide close-ups of individuals barely noticeable in the 

original photograph, thus inviting viewers to question why this is so” (106).  

 Reframing is used to add dimension to the characters and show  there is more to them 

than what has initially been shown. If we were told everything about these characters in the very 

first scene, the movie would lose its message and intrigue. Instead, through reframing the 
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characters, we see transformations and realize more about the characters as we begin to learn  

why they act the way they do in the different circumstances.  

 The cinematic tool used by the author, is to change the circumstances in which you see 

and meet the characters. The director puts them in groups to show different sides. Coco, for 

example, acts much different in public. Her actions are controlled by what will bring her the 

most “fame”. In a conversation later on in the movie, Troy  asks,”[Is] that what you want? To be 

famous?” to which Coco responds,”I want people to know my name.”. In order to achieve this 

fame Coco wears many “masks” or what can also  be described as “weaves”, in order to fit in 

and excel in the group she is trying to hangout with. She tries to act "white" in order to fit in and 

gain recognition with the white majority on campus.  But, she also “dials up” her blackness when 

needed in order to draw the attention she desires so that people will know her name. The movie 

shows us many different “frames” of Coco so that we can come to better understand her 

character and learn that she is not just what we initially saw. She is a complex character who is 

yearning to be known and willing to go to great lengths to achieve that goal. Lancioni remarks,   

“photographs give witness to the past as viewed by a photographer” (p. 106); yet the original 

frames that we receive of each character give us a view of the future, as the movie shows this clip 

in the future, before then going back into the past, and beginning the story. So we instead have 

this frame that is being built that we will come to later  understand, rather than a frame of the 

past which we use to interpret future framings of the characters. 

 “Dear White People” also shows the audience a literal frame around several of the 

characters. As Sam’s voice is in the background, the camera pans from location to location 

around campus identifying groups of students. We see it categorize Sam in her studio recording; 
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then it moves to Lionel showing he is now undeclared in his major (This frame of Lionel 

illustrates his lack of direction and confusion in where he fits in on campus, and in the world). 

The camera then moves to illuminate both Kurt and Troy as a part of their respective houses.   

Kurt is  depicted as flipping “the bird” to the camera, introducing his lack of respect for authority 

and his “fuck you” attitude. We then see Troy sitting in a nice chair, well dressed, surrounded by 

people who look well dressed and proper as well.  This shows how Troy likes to be depicted: put 

together, and professional. Then the director cuts to a scene of Coco playing her audition tape for 

Helmut, the reality TV producer. Her title comes across: Colander Coco Conners; except for the 

“Colandrea” is scratched out, followed by Coco Conners, Sophomore, Economics. We see that 

Coco wants to distance herself from her south side of Chicago roots, but she also wants to keep 

her nickname so that it can help her gain notoriety. These scenes help "frame" the viewer's  

opinions on the characters.The frames help build the background for the future frames we have  

already been shown. 

 The framing tools  aid in the building of the characters in “Dear White People”, but in 

addition to it, the director uses other methods to introduce more information about the characters 

to the audience. By changing camera shots, the audience is able to gather more information 

which is less obvious.    In some cases, the  information  is deliberately trying to be hidden/

withheld from other characters in the film. For instance,  Sam’s apparent nervousness when she 

is about to give her speech for head of  house, or Troy’s bathroom moments to himself where he 

runs the water and smokes weed instead of actually showering. Moments such as these enhance  

the audience's  understanding the characters.  More fundamentally, these scenes also  helps us see 
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that the acts these characters may put up are the "acts" and there is something lying beneath the 

surface.  

 We first see Troy’s problems when he sits down with his father, the Dean, to talk about 

his future. There is no subtlety in the conversation  between the two. It is  readily apparent  

Troy’s life is not self driven, and the sophisticated  demeanor  he holds stems from his father’s 

prodding  to act in such a way. This paints Troy as a puppet to his father, who seems to be 

making Troy live out the life the dad wanted, rather than let Troy do what he really wants to do. 

This goes to explain where Troy’s thirst for success stems from, and explains why he seems so 

stressed whenever we see him alone. In order to relieve the stress he goes to his room, where he 

cannot  be truly alone thanks to his static cling girlfriend. So, instead, he sneaks of to his 

bathroom and turns on the water and smokes a joint so  he can release some of the tension and 

stress in his life, even if it is for only a couple of minutes. Without seeing this scene, we would 

have a view of Troy showing a man who has the world at his fingertips. But, nonetheless, he is 

choosing to risk everything because he cannot stop smoking pot. More deeply, however, we learn 

that in his eyes he is not trying to risk anything, because he does not truly care about being what 

his father wants him to be, and the only way (in his mind) for him to get some freedom is to 

numb his senses through smoking pot. 

 James Herrick says that signs and symbols are all around us; and that everything conveys 

some sort of meaning if we analyze it. The weed in this case is a symbol for Troy’s yearning to 

break away from his father and his external  pressures. We can see that he is not happy in these 

moments, but that he has already dug himself into a hole, and he wishes to please his father. Yet, 

without these argument scenes, where his father is scolding him, this meaning would be lost.  
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 Similarly, we see Coco acting out in ways that seem unprovoked and crazy. She does and 

says things just to get a reaction, and continually changes herself in order to get the bigger 

reaction. For a character to have such contradicting moments would be confusing, but we see 

that there is another person involved that is persuading Coco to take such actions. Helmut, the 

reality TV producer, has meetings with Coco where he continually pushes her away and says she 

isn't what they are looking for on the show. But, he also drops hints in these one-on-one meetings 

of what they ARE looking for, and what could be done for her to “fit the bill”. Helmut wants 

people who stir up controversy, as would any reality TV show. He wants an instigator, someone  

willing to do things in order to get a reaction. Knowing that Coco wants this fame allows Helmut 

to leverage the show’s position so he can manipulate Coco into doing things (i.e. making a 

YouTube video where she gets “real black” with the audience and proceeds to list off things 

about black people that white people just don't understand). She seems a bit unsure of this video 

at first, and looks at the view count to remind herself of why she is making this decision in the 

first place. After she has made the video we see that the first comment is from Helmut saying, 

“much better”. The meeting scenes between Coco and Helmut allows the viewers to see that 

Coco is allowing herself to change and be manipulated so she can achieve the fame she wants. 

 The character development  is largely  thanks to the great editing job  is done by the 

people who directed and produced “Dear White People”. But, what if this wasn't great work at 

all? What if the film was edited in such a way that skews the audience’s vision of the story by 

using examples such as these to falsely characterize the main characters? The movie wants us to 

develop our own opinions, but in order for us to develop our own opinions about the cast and 

characters and come to a conclusion we deserve to see all of  the footage so that we can make an 
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honest and fully informed decision. One may argue that the editing was done to persuade us, as 

rhetoric tends to do, in an unfair direction by leaving some of the movie out of the final cut. 

However, I believe  it is not necessary that we are shown all of the information, and that we (the 

audience) can make our own informed judgments regarding  the characters, and their motives, 

based off of what has been shown. Not to use too grand of an example, but the same can be said 

about the Bible. The New Testament covers the life of Jesus Christ, and tries to persuade those 

who read it that Jesus was God’s Son who came to save the world from sin and renew our 

relationship with God. Yet, there is a lot of Jesus’ life missing from the New Testament.  This is 

potentially information that could change our view on Jesus and derail the message altogether. 

But, through studying theology one  can  come to realize that if everything about Jesus’ life was 

to be included the New Testament, it might  lose some of its message. In short, all of the extra 

information (that is not included) would most likely do nothing other than to divert the reader’s 

attention away from the primary issue at hand.  

 Similarly with “Dear White People” the amount of content included was enough content 

to give us a full view of the characters and their personalities; but it also cut out the unimportant 

moments that would have diverted the audience’s attention from the issue that was really at hand. 

While the movie does jump around a bit,  that is a tool  to show just the important keys  needed 

(according to the director) for the audience to get a full view of each character and the issues  

surrounding them. 

 This movie was extremely well put together from beginning to end. It developed the 

characters bit by bit while slowly bringing each person together, until, at the conclusion, we had 

a full picture of everyone to match up with the frame that we see at the end of the movie. By 
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cutting scenes and allowing the audience to see conversations that other characters were not  

allowed to see we are able to understand the reasoning. 
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