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Preface to the Fifth Edition

The first edition of this book was published in 1982, long before many of the readers of this edition were
born. So it has been around, in various rebirths and reincarnations, for more than 30 years. [ learned over
the course of my career as a writer that a book is never finished. There are always new things I find to
write about, new enhancements of discussions to make, and new topics to explore, 50 I've spent 30 years
updating and revising this book.

The reason this book has lasted so long is because it teaches you techniques of analysis so you can
make your own interpretations of pop culture, media, and aimost anything else thatinterests you. Once
you learn the methodologies 1 discuss in the first four chapters of the book, and see how I've applied them
in the second section of the book, you'll be able to use them to analyze and interpret any tilm, televi-
sion program, print advertisement, video, commercial, or any other aspect of the media and culture that
strikes your attention. In academic jargon, we call these works “texts.”

Let me say something about why I'wrote this book. In 1976, a young student wrote a letter to me, alter
having read my book Pop Culture. Let me quote part of her letter:

While wandering through the stacks of Central Library, looking for a beok for my freshman
composition class, my eyes fetl upon your book, Pop Culture. I took it out and read it the same
night. . .. Popular culture inundates us; it is us. What have we to strive for except numerous
credit cards, a two-car garage, and white teeth. . . . You brought out many things which are
always on my mind, always disturbing me. . .. However hard I try to remain aware of popular
culture, and criticize it continuously, ] am nevertheless sucked in. There is no way notto be
drawn into the flow of it. Please write back your ideas on how to study this society in terms of
popular culture.

Six years later, in 1982, my answer to this young student’s request appeared as my book Media
Analysis Techniques.

A PEDAGOGICAL PERSPECTIVE ON MEDIA ANALYSIS

I'wrote this book to help change the way professors teach courses on popular cutture and media
criticism and the way students learn to analyze texts and other aspects of mass-mediated culture. 1
wanted to empower students to make their own critiques of our mass-mediated culture rather than
learning what professors, critics, philosophers, and other writers had written about media and the
texts carried by the media. The distinction between media and the texts they carry is important.
For example, when someone says, “I think I'll watch some television,” that person really means
he or she is going to watch a particular program. Some television viewers active with their remote
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controls actually watch a melange of various shows—in a sense, they might be said to be watching
television rather than particuiar programs. But this is not the way most people watch television, and
the fad of skimming television has died out in recent years.

Teaching methods of media analysis has another virtue. Because new kinds of prograrns and other
forms of popular culture are constantly being invented, students who learn the methods of analysis
taught in this book can use these concepts to analyze new programs and entertainments as they appear.

And so, in the first part of the book, on techniques of interpretation, | introduce readers to basic con-
cepts in semiotic theory, psychoanalytic theory, Marxist theory, and sociological theory. In the second
partof the book, I show students how to apply the theories they learned to various texts,

In order to help my readers learn how to apply the methodologies I discuss, I've developed a nurmber
oflearning exercises and games found at the end of the book. It’s one thing to learn a methodology; it’s
another thing to learn how to apply the methodology and its concepts to texts and other aspects of mass-
mediated culture. There is also a glossary that offers definitions of the most important concepts used in
the book.

A MESSAGE TO STUDENTS READING THIS BOOK

Media criticism and analysis is not based on personal opinions about a film, television show, video
game, or whatever. You are entitled to your taste, but if you wish to convince others your opinions
are worth considering, you have to support them. This book helps you do that; it provides you with
what 1 consider to be the four most important methods of analyzing and interpreting mass-medi-
ated culture. The more you know, the more you see, and after reading this book, you'll have learned
a number of concepts that will help you interpret texts and better understand the impact of media
onsociety.

Students sometimes ask me why they should study media analysis when they could be taking “prac-
tical” studio or production courses. I explain to them that criticism and creativity are two sides of the
same coin. Creative people (directors, artists, musicians, writers, performers, and so on) must be analytic
about what they do; they need to understand why their work succeeds when it does and how to avoid
repeating their mistakes.

If you are a creative artist and don't know what you're doing, everything you do is, in effect, an acci-
dent. That’s why artists study art history and film students study film history and film theory. It’s the
theory that drives the practice—in the arts and in industry as well. A number of my former students have
told me that when they got a job, to their surprise, they discovered that the most useful courses they took
were media criticism, media aesthetics, and media and communication research methods. Anyone can
be taught how to operate a camera (or any other device involved in production). it’'s what you do with that
camera that counts.

In Media Analysis Techniques, Fifth edition, [ discuss a variety of interesting and provocative texts,
such as the cult classic The Prisoner (1967-1968), which many of you have probably never heard of. 1
chose certain episodes from this series because they offer good examptes for analysis. If youw've never
seen the series, you can view many important episodes of The Prisoner for free at www.amctv.com/
originals/the-prisoner. The series is also available on DVD. A newer version of The Prisoner was broadcast
in 2009 but was not successful. When | taught media criticism, I would teach my students a methodology,
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such as semiotics, and then show them an episode of The Prisoner. Then 1 would ask them to write a
semiotic analysis of the episode they had just seen. | chose a different episode of The Prisoner for each of
the four methodelogies discussed in this book. but other films, television shows, or other kinds of texts
could be used as well.

Television shows and other popular culture texts come and go rather quickly, so if, for example, 1
picked a television show popular in 2010, it might not be around in 2014. The fact that media texts are
born and die so fast affected my choice of topics in the applications section of the book. I chose top-
ics that wiil be around for a tong time, such as the classic fiim Murder on the Orient Express. You can
read Agatha Christie’s mystery novel, compare it with the film, and now compare the film and the book
with a PBS Musterpiece Theater television production of the story that takes considerable liberties with
the novel. 1 also have chapters on all-news shows, football, magazine advertisements, video games, and
social media, which are an important part of our media diet.

WHAT'S NEW IN THIS EDITION?

I'have updated statistics or media and related matters and enhanced my discussions of numerous
topics throughout the book. Also new are discussions on the following topics:

e Roland Barthes on sermiotics

The semiotics of branding

ldeology and the mass media

The Frankfurt School

Culture codes and their impact on individuals and societies

Myths and their use in analyzing texts and other aspects of culture

Ways the Oedipus complex can be applied to media: James Bond, Star Wars
Postmodernism

Fsychoanalytic interpretation of mysteries

Herbert Gans on taste cultures

@

® & @& & @

I've also added many new drawings and images to enhance the visual attractiveness of this book. I
hope you will find this new edition interesting, entertaining, and useful and that it will help you become
a more discriminating user and critic of media. It also wilt help you better understand the rofe the media
play in yourlife and in the society in which you live. This book has been translated into Italian, Chinese,
Korean, and Spanish.

CODA

Lused to tell my students at the beginning of my courses in media criticism, “You'll find that this
course will change your lives.” The students invariably laughed, But quite a few of my students told
me, when [ happenedto bump info them after they had finished the course, that the methodologies



xvi

MEDIA ANALYSIS TECHNIQUES

they learned from Media Analysis Technigues had affected the way they looked at media and numer-
ous other aspects of their everyday lives. Let me offer an example.

A few years ago I was deing some shopping in a grocery store when a woman of about 40 approached
me, smiling. “Dr, Berger,” she said. “Don’t you remember me? I took your seminar in semiotics 20 years
ago.” When I gota chance to ook at her [ recalled having had her as a student, but [ didn’t remember what
course she took from me. Then she said something very interesting: “That semiotics youtaught us. .. it'’s
stillwith me.” That's an important point. Once vou learn these methodologies, they will stay with youand
will have an impact on the way you live.
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PART 1

Techniques of Interpretation
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Semiology is the term used for the science of signs explicated by Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure.
A different science of signs, semiotics, was first elaborated by American phitosopher Charles Sanders
Peirce. Semiotics is the term now generally used to refer to both systems. Both are concerned with how
meaning is generated in texts (films, television pragrams, and other works of artj. In this chapter, after a
discussion of the most essential semiotic concepts and some related concerns, semictic concepts are

applied to an episode of a television program. Codes, formulas, and the “language” of television are then
addressed.



CHAPTER 1

Semiotic Analysis

1 face this assignment-—explaining semiotics (also known as semiology) and showing how it can be
applied to television and popular culture to those who know little or nothing about the subject—with a
certain apprehension. I'm not sure whether semiotics is a subject, a movement, a philosophy, or a cultlike
religion. I do know that there is a large and rapidly expanding literature on the subject and that many of
the writings of semioticians are difficult to understand and highly technical. You might be interested to
know there are more than 12,000 books on semiotics and semiology listed on Amazon.com, and Google
lists 827,000 results for semiotics and 3,400,000 for semiology (as of November 8, 2012). We find, then,
that there is a considerable amount of interest in this subject.

S0 my mission, if not impossible, is quite chalienging: Not only am I to explain the fundamental
notions or elements of semiotics, but 1 am also to apply them to television and popular culture in gen-
eral. Itis a large undertaking, but 1 think it can be done. The price I must pay involves a certain amount
of simplification and narrowness of focus. I am going to explain the basic principies of semiotics and
discuss some sample applications. [ hope that after reading this chapter and the annotated bibliography
provided, those interested in semiotics will probe more deeply at their own convenience.

Although interest in signs and the way they communicate has a long history (medieval philoso-
phers, John Locke, and others have shown interest), modern semiotic analysis can be said to have
begun with two men: Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913} and American philosopher
Charles Sanders Peirce (1839-1914). (Peirce called his system semiotics, and that has become the
dominant term used for the science of signs. Saussure’s semiology differs from Peirce’s semiotics in
some respects, but as both are concerned with signs, [ will treat the two as more or less the same in
this chapter.}

Saussure’s book A Course in General Linguistics, first published posthumously in 1915, suggests the
possibility of semiotic analysis. It deals with many of the concepts applied to signs and explicated in this
chapter. Saussure (1915/1966) wrote, “The linguistic sign unites not a thing and a name, but a concept and
asound-image. ... [calithe combination of a concept and a sound-image a sign, but in current usage the
term generally designates only a sound-image” (pp. 66-67). His division of the sign into two components,
the signifier (or “sound-image”} and the signified (or “concept”), and his sugdestion that the relationship
between signifier and signified is arbitrary, were of crucial importance for the development of semiotics.
Peirce, on the other hand, focused on three aspects of signs: their iconic, indexical, and symbolic dimen-
sions (see Table 1.1).
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Three Aspects of Signs

Signified by Resemblance Causal connection Convention

Examples Pictures, statues Fire—smoke Flags
Process Can see Can figure out Must learn

From these two points of departure a movement was born, and semiotic analysis spread all over the
globe. Important work was done in Prague and Russia early in the 20th century, and semiotics is now
well established in France and Italy (where Roland Barthes. UUmberto Eco, and many others have done
important theoretical as well as applied work}. There are also outposts of progress in England, the United
States, and many other countries.

Semiotics has been applied, with interesting results, to film, theater, medicine, architecture, zoology,
and a host of other areas that involve or are concerned with communication and the transfer of informa-
tion. In fact, some semioticians, perhaps carried away, suggest that everything can be analyzed semioti-
cally; they see semiotics as the queen of the interpretive sciences, the key that unlocks the meanings of
all things great and small. .

Peirce argued that interpreters have to supply part of the meanings of signs. He wrote that a sign “is
something which stands to somebody for something in some respect or capacity” (gtd. in Zeman, 1977,
p- 24). This is different from Saussure’s ideas about how signs function. Peirce considered semiotics
important because, as he put it, “This universe is perfused with signs, if it is not composed exclusively of
signs” (gtd. in Sebeok, 1977, p. v). Whatever we do can be seen as a message or, as Peirce would put it, a
sign. If everything in the universe is a sign, semiotics becomes extremely important, if not all-important
(a view semioticians support wholeheartedly).

Whether this is the case is questionable, but without doubt, alf kinds of people have used semijotics
in interesting ways. Sernictics has only recently been taken seriously in the United States, however, and
itis still not widely used or taught here. There are several reasons [or this. First, Americans tend to be
pragmatic and down-to-earth; we do not generally find abstruse, theoretical, and formalistic methodolo-
gies congenial. Also, a kind of international cultural lag exists; it takes a while for movements important
in the Eurcpean intellectual scene to become accepted, let alone popular, in the United States. It was the
French who “discovered” Faulkner and film (as a significant art form), and, although Peirce did impor-
tant work on semiotics in the United States, Americans had to wait for semiotic analysis to evoive and
mature in Europe before it caught their attention.

THE PROBLEM OF MEANING

In what follows, you are goinig to be learning a new language and concepts that will enable you
to look at films, tefevision programs, fashion, foods—almost anything—in ways somewhat dif-
ferent from the manner you may be used to. The basic concern of this discussion is how meaning
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is generated and conveyed, with particular emphasis on television programs (referred to here
as texts).

But how is meaning generated? The essential breakthrough of semijotics is that it takes linguistics as a
mode! and applies linguistic concepts to other phenomena-—texts-—and not just to fanguage itself. In fact,
semioticians treat texts like languages, in that relationships (rather than things per se) are all-important.
To quote Jonathan Culier (1976),

The notion that linguistics might be useful in studying other cultural phenomena is based on
two fundamental insights: first, that social and cultural phenomena are not simply material
objects or events but objects or events with meaning, and hence signs; and second, that they
do not have essences but are defined by a network of relations. (p. 4)

Signs and relations—these are two of the key notions of semiotic analysis. A text such as Star Trek
can be thought of as a system of signs, and the meaning in the program stems from the signs and from
the system that ties the signs together. This system is generalty not obvious and must be elicited from
the text.

SOCIALVASVPFCTS OF SEMIOTICS: THE INDIVIDUAL AND SOCIETY

Semiotics can help answer this question: What is the relation between individuals and soci-
ety? Some people believe that ontly individuals exist and thar society is an abstraction. In his
book Ferdinand de Saussure (revised edition), Jonathan Culler (1986) quotes British philosopher
Jeremy Bentham, who wrote, "Society is a fictitious body, the sum of the several members who
compose it” (p. 85). Culler made an interesting point about the social dimensions of semiotics,
He writes (1986),

The assumption that society is the result of individuals, each acting in accordance with seff-
interest, is the very basis of utilitarianism. . . . Saussure, Durkheim, and Freud seem to have
recognized that this view gets things the wrong way around. For human beings, society isa
primary reality, not just the sum of individual activities . . . and if one wishes to study human
behavior, one must grant that there is a social reality. . . . In short, linguistics and psychoana-
lytic psychology are possible only when one takes the meanings which are attached to and
differentiate objects and actions in society as a primary reality. (p. 87) '

Because meanings are socially produced, society has to teach individuals what signs mean. Ironically,
the idea that there are only individuals and that society is an abstraction is something people learn asa
result of growing up in a society. Saussure, Freud, and Durkheim argue that “behavior is made possibie
by collective social systems individuals have assimilated, consciously dr unconsciously” (Culler, 1986,
p. 87). We are unaware of the extent to which culture shapes our feelings, actions, and even our
identities. Meaning, then, is always social.
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SAUSSURE ON THE SCIENCE OF SEMIOLOGY

I semiotic analysis, an arbitrary and temporary separation is made between content and form,
and attention is focused on the system of signs that makes up a text. Thus a meal, to stray from
television for a moment, is not seen as steak, salad, baked potato, and apple pie but rather as a sign
system conveying meanings related to matters such as status, taste, sophistication, and nationality.

Perhaps it would be useful to guote one of the founding fathers of semi-

- - ~-- -l otics, Ferdinand de Saussure (1915/1966):
B, 0
t ‘:,@_._.g:,_-_- N

Language is a system of signs that express ideas, and is therefore

Course [ comparable to a system of writing, the alphabet of deal-mutes,
Geneva Livguishes symbolic rites, polite formulas, military signals, etc. But it is the
Parelinef 44 516597 most important of all these systems.

& A science that studies the life of signs within society is conceiv-

able; it would be a part of social psychology and consequently of
general psychology, 1 shall call it semiology (from Greek sémeion
“sign”). Semiclogy would show what constitutes signs, what laws
govern them. Since the science does not yet exist, no one can say

what it would be; but it has a right to existence, a place staked out
&m_,_) in advance. (p. 16, italics in original)

This is the charter statement of semiotics, a statement that opens the
study of media to us, for not only can we study symbolic rites and military signals, but we can also study
commercials, soap operas, situation comedies, and almost anything else as “sign systems.”

Saussure offered another crucial insight relevant here: that concepts have meaning because of rela-
tions, and the basic relationship is oppositional. “In language there are only differences.” according to
Saussure (1915/1966, p. 120). Thus. rich doesn’t mean anything unless there is poor; happy unless there
is sad. “Concepts are purely differential and defined not by their positive content but negatively by their
refations with the other terms of the system” (p. 117). It is not “content” that determines meaning, but
“relations.” The “most precise characteristic” of these concepts “is in being what the others are not”
(p. 117). Saussure adds, “Signs function. then, not through their intrinsic vatue but through their relative
position” (p. 118). We can see this readily enough in language, but it also holds for texts. Nothing has
meaning in itseif!

One thing we must remember when thinking about oppositions is that the opposing concepts must be
refated in some way. There is always some topic {not always mentioned) that connects them. For exam-
ple, rich/WEALTH/poor or happy/MENTAL STATE/sad. ] wrote an article a number of years ago in which
[ discussed blue jeans and what I called the “denimization” phenomenon and contrasted it with wearing
fancy clothes (see Table 1.2).

If you believe a pair of terms are oppositional but can find no subject to which both terms relate, there
is probably something wrong with the pairing of those terms.

So where are we now? [ have suggested that semiotic analysis is concerned with meaning in texts and that
meaning stems from refationships—in particular, the relationship among signs. But what, exactly, is a sign?
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Topics and Oppositions of Denim

Fanoy Glothe

Expensive
Rough TEXTURE Smooth
Mass produced FABRICATION Handmade
Department stores WHERE PURCHASED Boutiques

SIGNS

Asign, according to Saussure (1915/1966), is a combination of a concept and a sound-image, a com-
bination that cannot be separated. But because Saussure does not find these terms quite satisfac-
tory, he modifies them slightly:

I propose to retain the word sign [signe] to designate the whole and to replace concept and
sound-image respectively by signified [signifi€] and signifier [signifianty; the last two terms
have the advantage of indicating the oppeosition that separates them from each other and
from the whole of which they are parts. {p. 67}

The refationship between the signifier and signified-and thisis cruciai—is arbitrary, unmotivated, and
unnatural. There is no logical connection between a word and a concept or a signifier and signified, a
point that makes finding meaning in texts problematic.

Saussure uses trees as an example. He offers a diagram of the sign in general (see Figure 1.1) and then
of the symbol for tree (see Figure 1.2). The difference between a sign and a syrmbo}, Saussure suggests, is
thata symbol has a signifier that is never wholly arbitrary:

One characteristic of the symbol is that it is never wholly arbitrary; it is not empty, for there is
arudiment of a natural bond between the signifier and signified. The symbel of justice, a pair
of scales, could not be replaced by just another symbol, such as a chariot. (p. 68)

We can now start looking ar texts differently and can start thinking about signifiers. How do signifiers
generate meaning? And how is it that we know these meanings? If the relationship between signifier and
signified is arbitrary, the meanings that signifiers hold must be learned somehow, which implies certain
structured associations, or codes, we pick up that help us interpret signs. {I wili deal with this subjectin
more detail shortly.)

Let’s lock at the television program Star Trek in terms of its signifiers and what is signified. Anyone
who has seen the program knows that it is a space adventure/science fiction series. We know this
because we are told so at the beginning of each episode, when the captain’s voice-over describes the
mission of the starship Enterprise—to explore new worlds and seek out new civilizations, “to boldly go




8

TECHNIQUES OF INTERPRETATION

Saussure’s Diagram of a Sign

Sound-image
(signifier)

Concept
{signified)

Saussure’s Diagram of a Sign and Symbol for Tree

“free” (signifier) gP

Arbor {signified) Arbor

where no man has gone before.” We can say that science fiction adventure is the general “signified” and
that a number of “signifiers” show this, including spaceships, futuristic uniforms, ray guns, advanced
computer technology, extraterrestrials with strange powers (such as Mr. Spock, whose pointy ears sig-
nify he is only partly human), and magic or science.

Itis precisely because the program is so rich in signifiers that legions of “Trekkies” are able to hold
conventions, wear costumes, sell “phasers,” and so on. When you have appropriated the signifiers, you
have captured, so to speak, the signified. This, I might point out, is how many commercials work. People
purchase the “right” products and assume (or hope) these products will signify a certain social class,
status, lifestyle, or what have you.

All of this is based on associations we learn and then carry around with us. Anyene whe communi-
cates uses associations between signifiers and signifieds all the time. Because in real life the relation-
ships are arbitrary and change rapidly, one must be on one’s toes al! the time. Signifiers can become
dated and change their significance atl too quickly. In a sense, then, we are all practicing semioticians
who pay a great deal of attention to signs—signifiers and signifieds—even though we may never have
heard these terms before.

Many of us have followed the adventures of a detective who is (like all classic detectives) a first-class
semiotician—although we were unaware of this because we didn’t know about the existence of semiot-
ics. lam talking about Sherlock Holmes. Inevitably, in a Sherlock Holmes mystery story, some situation
arises that puzzles everyone, which Holmes then “solves.” He does this by reading signs that others have
ignored or have believed to be trivial or inconsequential. In one story, “The Blue Carbuncle,” Watson
finds Holmes examining a hat that had been brought to him by a policeman. Watson describes the hat:
Itis old, its lining is discolored, and it is cracked, very dusty, and spotted in places. Holmes asks Watson
what he can deduce from the hat about its wearer. Watson examines the hat and says that he can deduce
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nothing. Holmes then proceeds to describe, in remarkable detail, what the man who owns the hatislike:
He is highly intellectual, has had a decline in fortune, his wife no longer loves him, he is sedentary, and
he probably doesn't have gas in his house. Watson exclaims, “You are certainly joking, Holmes.” Holmes
then shows Watson how he reached his conclusions. He examined the hat, noticed certain things about it
{signifiers), and proceeded from there (described the implied signifieds).

Figure 1.3 shows that signs are made of signifiers and signifieds.

Table 1.3 offers a list of signifiers found in “The Blue Carbuncle”
and suggests their signifieds. Holmes, we see, is an excellent
semiotician.

Holmes exptains Watson’s mistake: “You fail . . . to reason
from what you see. You are 100 timid in drawing your inferences”
(Mysterynet.com, n.d.}. Watsen had said that he saw nothing in the
hat. What he did was fail to recognize the signifiers he found for what
they were. Such [ailure is common in readers of detective novels, who
pass over vital information and don't recognize it for what it is. Some
semioticians, on the other hand, are not timid enough in drawing their
inferences, but that is another matter. The meanings in signs, and in
texts (which can be viewed as collections of signs), are not always (or
even often) evident; they have to be elicited. And too many people are
like Watson, [ would suggest—not bold enough in drawing inferences.

SHEsLocK Hu:e;nE:
Consulting Pufactive

Sign: A Combination of Signifier and Signified

SIGN

signifier signified
Sound-image | Concept

Sherlock Holmes's Examination of Signifiers

Signitieds

Cubic capacity of hat {large brain) Man is intellectual.

Good-quality hat, but 3 years old Man hasn’t a new hat, suggesting decline in fortune.
Hat not brushed in weeks Man's wife no longer loves him.
Dust on hat is brown house dust Man seldom goes out.

Wax stains from candles on hat No gas in house,
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FORMS OF SIGNS

Signs, we must recognize, take a number of forms. Words, of course, are their most familiar form—
they stand [or things, ideas, concepts, and so on. But signs have a number of other forms we might
consider.

Signs and Advertising

We think of signs, most commonly, as connected with advertising—as some kind of display, perhaps with
words and images, annousncing where businesses are located and the nature of the businesses. All kinds
of media are used in the creation of advertising signs: Carved wood, neon and other lighting, molded plas-
tic, paint, and other materials form words and images. We see advertising signs in the windows of super-
markets, announcing “specials.” We see signs on restaurants, on stores—-wherever there is some kind of
commercial activity going on. The nature of such signs--their design and the materials they are made of—
generally indicates whether the establishments on which they appear are upscale or down-market.

Many corporations use symbols and icons as a means of establishing some kind of “corporate identity”
because it is easy to remember a symbol or icon. The design of a firm's symbols and icons—through the use of
color and form and often specific words or numbers——helps give people asense of what the corporation is like.

Semiotics is of great interest to marketers, who use it in an effort to understand the way consum-
ers think and what goes on in their minds when they contemplate purchasing a product or service.
Branding has now become a major way in which companies get people to
purchase their products. Rob Walker (2008) deals with the role of brands
in his book Buying In: What We Buy and Who We Are. He supports the
notion that new generations “see through” advertising. He writes,

Everybody sees right through traditional advertising. You'd have
to be an idiot not to recognize that you're being pitched to when
watching a thirty-second commercial.

But recognition is not the same as immunity. And what's sttiking
about contemporary youth is not that they are somehow “brand-
proof” but that they take for granted the idea that a brand is as
good a piece of raw identity as anything else. These are consum-
ers, in fact, who are mast amenable to using brands to fashion
meaning for themselves—to define themselves, to announce
who they are and what they stand for. What this ardues, in effect,
is that itis the semiotic significance of brands that is important for young people, and others,
who purchase these products-—it is their sign value, as revealed by logos in ruany cases, that is
crucial (p. 111, italics in original).

Brands

Brands play an imnportant role in the way people fashion their identities. The advertisement for Prada
shown here has a model wearing encrmous dark sunglasses that give her a mystertous quality. Her
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brilliant red lips attract our attention and give the product a kind of sexual allure. People use sunglasses
like those from Prada not only to protect themselves from the glare of the sun but also to project a
certain kind of image.

In his book Understanding Media Semiotics, Marcei Danesi (2002) discusses branding in some detail.
He writes,

Brand names, clearly, do much more than just identify a product. . . . They are constructed to
create connotative signification systems for the product. At a practical infermational level,
naming a product has, of course, a denotative function; i.e. it allows consumers to identify
what product they desire to purchase (or not). But at a connotative level, the product’s name
denerates images that go well beyond this simple identifier function. Consider Armani
shoes as a specific case-in-point. Denotatively, the name allows us to identify the shoes.
... However, this is not all it does. The use of the manufacturer’'s name, rather than some
invented name or expression, assigns an aura of craftsmanship and superior guality to the
product. The shoes are perceived to be the “work” of an artist (the manufacturer). They con-
stitute, in effect, a “work of shoe art,” so to speak, notjust an assembly line product for every-
one to wear. (pp. 185-186)

I'would suggest that many people use brands to create and consolidate their identities and give them
asense of security about their status. Brands are all about differentiation: from other brands and from
people who wear other brands or no-name generic products. From my essay “The Branded Self.” (2011a) §
suggest that, to a certain extent, we are our brands:

From a semiotic perspective, brands are signifiers that we use to help define ourselves to
others and, to a certain degree, without being too reductionistic, we can say that we are the
brands we assemble to forge a public identity. . . . Brands, frorm a Peircean perspective, are
icons that function as status symhbols, among other things.

The fact that our valuations of brands change and our sense of style is open to fashion currents sug-
gests that identities based on brands are open to constant revision and change, which brings the question
of postimodernism into the discussion.

The notion that our identities or sejves are, in some way, temporary constructions is a central notion
in postmodern theory and discussed later in the book.

Materiai Culture

Objects and artifacts—the things that make up what is known as material culture—also serve as signs and
can convey a great deal of information, When we “read” people, either in real life or in mass-mediated
texts such as advertisements, commercials, and films, we pay a great dea! of attention to things like their
hairstyles; the brands of sunglasses, clothing, accessories, and shoes they wear; and their body orna-
ments. All of these objects are signs meant to convey certain notions about what these people are like. In
addition, where people are located telis us a great deal about them. If they are in a room, we scrutinize the
furniture and other objects in the room, the color of the walls, and any paintings or drawings on the walls.
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Some anthropologists study people’s garbage to gain informa-
tion about their lifestyles. Frequently what these “garbologists”
find in people’s garbage contradicts statements the people them-
selves have made to these researchers about their tastes and
lifestyles.

Objects and Identity

[ once conducted an interesting exercise in a semiotics seminar I
was teaching. I asked students to go home and find a simple object
they believed reflected their character and personality. They were
to put that object in an unmarked brown paper bag, write a note about what the object reflected about
themselves, and put the note in the bag as well. The first abject I pulted out of a brown bag was a large
seashell. 1 asked my students to tefl me what they believed the object signified. They said things like “ste-
rility,” “death,” and “emptiness.” Then 1 took out the slip of paper the student submitted and read what
she thought it signified: “beautiful,” “simple,” “elegant,” and “natural.” The moral: People donr't always
correctly interpret the messages you send them, or, to make the point stronger, people seldom interpret
the messages you send them (by your facial expression, body language. clothes, hairstyle, and whatever)
correctly.

Activities and Performances

Thanks to the work of semioticians and psychologists, we now pay a great deal of attention to body lan-
guage, gestures, facial expressions, and the ways people use their voices. These are all signs we use to
“read” people—that is, to attempt to gain some insights into their truthfulness, temperaments, personali-
ties, and values.

Actors, we must remember, are people who pretend to have certain feelings and beliefs, which they
“reveal” to audiences by the way they say things and also by their use of facial expression and body
language, among other things. Poker players aiso are concerned with signs. They look for “tells” (body
movements and facial expressions) displayed by their opponents that telegraph information about the
strength of their hands or intentions to act. The problem poker players face is that sometimes their oppo-
nents bluff, or “lie,” to them.

Music and Sound Effects

Music and sound effects are used to generate certain responses in audiences—based, in large part, on
culturally acknowledged associations between given secunds and certain emotions. A musical phrase or
a sound is a signifier, and the emotion it generates is the signified; as is true for all signs, the relation
between the signifier and signified is arbitrary and based on convention.

Music and sound effects play an important role in generating.a sense of realism in films and television
shows. The musical selections and sounds used function as cues that indicate to audiences what they
should feel about what they are watching.
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Umberto Eco (1976), a distinguished Italian semiotician, has
suggested that (as noted earlier) if signs can be used to tell the
trueh, they can also be used to lie:

Semiotics is concerned with everything that can be
taken as a sign. A sign is everything which can be
taken as significantly substituting for something else.
This something else does not necessarily have to exist
or to actually be somewhere at the moment in which
a sign stands for it. Thus semiotics is in principie the
discipline studying everything which can be used in
order to lie. If something cannot be used to tell a lie,
conversely it cannot be used to tell the truth; it cannot
be used “to tell” at all. I think that the definition of a
“thecry of the lie” should be taken as a pretty compre-
hensive program for a general semijotics. (p. 7)

Table 1.4 presents some of the ways in which we can (and do)

lie—or, to be kinder, mislead others—with signs.

Semiotics as Everyday Signs of Lying

Vin BerTe

E o

|  Misloading Signs
Wigs Bald people have hair or people hide their true hair color
Elevator shoes Short people made taller
Dyed hair Brunettes become hlondes, blondes become redheads, and so on
implants Womén with smail breasts seem to have big ones
impostors People pretend to be doctors, lawyers, or whatever
impersonation People pretend to be different people, steal “identities”
Malingering Paople pretend to be ill
Theater People pretend to have feelings, beliefs, and the like
Food imitation crab, shrimp, lobster, and so on
Words White lies told so as not to hurt people )

SIGNS AND TRUTH
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We live in a world full of signs that can be used to lie and mislead, and many of us spend a good deal
of effort trying to determine whether or not we are being conned. Much of this lying with signs is rela-
tively harmless (e.g., blondes who are naturally brunettes), but in some cases {e.g., the truck driver who
pretends to be a doctor} it can be very dangerous. Eco’s pointis an important one: If signs can be used to
communicate, they can be used to communicate fies.

FACIAL EXPRESSIONS AS SIGNS

Psychologist Paul Ekman has done important work on facial expressions. 1 first encountered his
work ag an international conference on semiotics. He argues that it is possible to discern when peo-
ple are lying from examining their factal expressions and detecting extremely minute changes in
the way certain facial muscles are activated or not activated. Ekman’s research led him to delineate
eight universal facial expressions: anger, determination, disgust, fear, neutral, pouting, sadness,
and surprise. In a report to the National Science Foundation, he writes the following with Terrencej
Sejnowski (Ekman & Sejnowski, 1992):

Facial expressions provide information about affective state, including both emotions such as
fear, anger. enjoyment, surprise, sadness, disgust, and more enduring moods such as eupho-
ria, dysphoria, or irritableness;

cognitive activity such as perplexity, concentration, or boredom;
temperament and personality, including such traits as hostilicy, sociability, or shyness;

truthfulness, including the leakage of concealed emotions and clues as to when the informa-
tion provided in words about plans or actions is false;

Neutral  Happiness  Surprise anger Disgus

Source: Courtesy of irfan Essa.
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psychopathology, including not only diagnostic information relevant to depression, mania,
schizophrenia, and other less severe disorders, but also information relevant to monitoring
responses to treatment.

What is remarkable is that the authors suggest it is possibie to develop automated systems to moni-
tor facial expressions, which could revolutionize fields such as law, communications, medicine, and
education. Faces, they argue, are “windows” into our emotional states, which play an important partin
our social lives. The images on page 14 show five of the universal facial expressions and the amount of
energy needed to go from neutral to each of the other four. Faces may be windows, but we often find it
difficult to see through those windows and determine what a given facial representation actually means.

Many people find it difficuit to distinguish one facial expression from another.

HYPERREALITY

Jean Baudrillard, a postmodernist social theorist (Il have more to say about postmodernism later
in the book), argues that reality has been replaced by what he calls hyperreality, which suggests
that the sign is now more important than what it stands for. Peter Brooker has this to say in Cultural
Theory: A Glossary (1999):

Hyperreality. A term associated with the effects of MASS
PRODUCTION and REPRODUCTION and suggesting that
an object, event, experience so reproduced replaces or is
preferred to its original: that the copy is “more real than
real” In the writings of the French sacial philosopher and
commentator on POSTMODERNISM, Jean Baudriilard
(1929-) and Umberto Eco (1932 -), hyperreality is associ-
ated especially with cultural tendencies and a prevailing
sensibility in contemporary American society.

In Baudrillard’s discussion, hyperreality is synonymous
with the most developed form of SIMULATION: the auton-
omous simulacra which is free from all reference to the
real. (pp. 121-122}

According to this theory, then, simulations (such as Disneyland) become, ultimately, more important
and more real for people than the reality they were designed to imitate. Indeed, Baudrillard has even
suggested that Disneyiand is now the ultimate reality and the United States an imitation of it! As he wrote
in “The Precision of Simulacra” (in Simulacra and Simulation):

Everywhere in Disneyland the objective profile of America, down to the morphology of indi-
viduals and of the crowd is drawn. All its values are exalted by the miniature and the comic
strip. ... Disneyland exists in order to hide that it is the “real” country, all of the “real” America
that is Disneyiand. . . . Disneyland is presented as imaginary in order to make us believe that
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the restis real, whereas all of Los Angeles and the America that surrounds it are no longer
real, but belong to the hyperreal order and to the order of simulation. (European Graduate
School, n.d.}

Baudrillard spells out how Disney’s iconic creations have shaped our consciousness and our perceptions
of reality. And, now, Disney owns Marvel Comics and the Star Wars fiim franchise.

LANGUAGE AND SPEAKING

Earlier, | suggested that texts (such as films, television programs, and commercials) are like lan-
guages and that the rules of linguistics can be applied to them. What a language does is enable the
communication of information, feelings, ideas, and the like by establishing systems and rules that
peoplelearn. And just asthere is grammar for writing and speaking, there are grammars for various
kinds of texts—and for different media.

Saussure makes a distinction that is useful here—between language and speaking. Language is a
social institution, made up of systematized rules and conventions, thai enables us to speak (or, more
broadly. to communicate). Each person speaks in his or her own mannet, but this speaking is based on
the language and rules everyone learns. A television program such as Star Trek—and  must point out that
most of what I'm discussing here involves narratives—can be viewed as speech intelligible to its audience
because the audience knows the language. That is, we know the signs and what they signify, we know
the conventions of the genre, or what is acceptable and unacceptable. We know the codes!

Sometimes there is confusion, and the code applied by the creator of a program isn’t the code used by
members of the audience. in such cases there is bad communication. What makes things complicated is
that, generally speaking, people are not consciously aware of the rules and codes and cannot articulate
them, although they respond to them. An example of this kind of mix-up is ascene in a film or TV pro-
gram that is meant to be sad but cccasions laughter in audience members.

[t is obvious, then, that people are “speaking” all the time, even when they aren't saying anything
verbally. Hairstyles, eyeglasses, clothes, facial expressions, posture, gestures, and many other things
communicate or “speak” (that is, signify continually) to those sensitive to such things and mindful of
signs and signifiers. Maya Pines (1982) has offered this explanation of semiotics:

Everything we do sends messages about us in a variety of codes, semiologists contend. We
are also on the receiving end of innumerable messages encoded in music, gestures, foods,
rituals, bocks, movies, or advertisements. Yet we seldom realize that we have received such
messages, and would have trouble explaining the rules under which they operate. (p. G1)

What semiotics does, Pines adds, is teach us how to decipher these rules and “bring them to
consciousness.” | have described the messages we give and receive as similar to speech. Speech always
implies, as Saussure (1915/1966) tells us, an established system, although this system is also evolving
continually. )

Let me offer a brief summary of what we have covered thus far concerning semiotics:

I. Semioticsis concerned with how meaning is created and conveyed in texts and, in particular, in
narratives (or stories).
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2. Thefocus of semiotics is the signs found in texts. Signs are understood to be combinations of
signifiers and signifieds.

3. Because nothing has meaning in itself, the relationships among signs are crucial. An analogy
can be made with words and grammar: It is the ways in which words are combined that
determine what they mean. Language is a social institution that tells how words are to be
used; speaking is an individual act based on language.

4. Textscanbe viewed assimilar to speech and as implying grammars or languages that make
the texts meaningful. Codes and conventions make the signs in a narrative understandable
and also shape the actions.

CONNOTATION AND DENOTATION

The word connotation comes from the Latin connotare, “to mark along with,” and refers to the
cuftural meanings that become attached to words (and other forms of communijcation). A word’s
connotations involve the symbolic, historic, and emotionai matters connected to it. In his book
Mythologies, Roland Barthes (1972), a distinguished French semiotician, addresses the cultural con-
notations of many aspects of French daily life, such as steak and frifes, deterdents, Citroen automo-
biles, and wrestling. In the preface he writes,

This book has a double theoretical framework: on the one hand an ideclogical critigue bear-
ing on the language of so-called mass culture; on the other, a first attempt to analyzing semi-
ologically the mechanics of this language. | had just read Saussure and as a resulf acquired
the conviction that by treating “collective representations” as sign-systems, one might hope
to go further than the pious show of unmasking them and account in detail for the mystifica-
tion which transforms petit-bourgeois culture into a universal nature. {p. 9, italics in original}

The first chapter in the book deals with wrestling. Barthes (1972} explains that what interests him
about wrestling is that it is a spectacle of excess in which “a light without shadow generates an emotion

Roland Bazthes
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without reserve” (p. 15) that is sirnilar to Greek drama and bullfights. Wrestling, he adds, is a spectacle,
notasport, and is an externalized image of torture. g

He offers, in his discussion of wrestling, a description of a French wrestter, Thauvin, whose body sug-
gests many things to the French public:

Each sign in wrestling is therefore endowed with an absolute clarity, since one must
always understand everything on the spot. As soon as the adversaries are in the ring, the
public is overwhelmed with the obviousness of the roles. As in the theatre, each physical
type expresses to excess the part which has been assigned {o the contestant. Thauvin, a
fifty-year-old with an obese and sagging body, whose type of asexual hideousness always
inspires feminine nicknames, displays in his flesh the characters of baseness, for his part
is to represent what, in the classical concept of the salaud, the “bastard” (the key-concept
of any wrestling match), appears as organically repugnant. (pp. 16-17)

Barthes mentions that the French call Thauvin la barbague, which means “stinking meat.” Thauvin’s
very body, then, is a sign that generates any number of strong feelings on the part of French viewers of
professional wrestling. We could say the same, as well, for the many villains and heroes in American
professional wrestling. Barthes’s purpose, he says, is to take the world of “what-goes-without-saying”
(1972, p. 11) and show this world’s connotations and, by extension, its ideological foundations.

Denotation, on the other hand, refers to the literat or explicit meanings of words and other phenom-
ena. For example, Barbie Doll denotes a toy doll, first marketed in 1959, that was originally 11.5inches
high, had measurements of 5.25 inches at the bust, 3 inches at the waist, and 4.25 inches at the hips. The
connotations of Barbie Doll, in contrast, are the subject of some controversy. Some scholars have sug-
gested rhat the arrival of the Barbie Doll signified the end of motherhood as a dominant role for women
and the importance of consumer culture, because Barbie is a consumer who spends her time buying
clothes and having relationships with Ken and other dolls. The Barbie Doll doesn't prepare little girks for
the traditional role of motherhood in the way other kinds of dolls do—allowing them to imitate their
mothers in caring for their “children.” Table 1.5 presents a comparison of connotation and denotation.

A great deal of media analysis involves discovering the connotations of objects and symbeolic phe-
nomena and of the actions and dialogue of the characters in texts—that is, the meanings these may
have for audiences—and tying these meanings to social, cultural, ideological, and other concerns.

Comparison of Connotation and Denctation

Figurative Literal
Signified(s) Signifier({s)
Inferred Obwvious ‘
Suggests meanings Describes

Realm of myth Realm of existence
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THE SYNCHRONIC AND THE DIACHRONIC

The distinction between the synchronic and the diachronic is yet another legacy from Saussure.
As he uses the terms, synchronic means analytic and diachronic means historical, so a synchronic
study of a text looks at the relationships among its elements, and a diachronic study looks at the way
the narrative evolves. Another way of putting this is that in conducting a synchronic analysis of a
text, one looks for the pattern of paired oppositicns buried in the text (the paradigmatic structure),
whereas in doing diachronic analysis, one focuses on the chain of events (the syntagmatic struc-
ture) that forms the narrative.

Saussure (1915/1966) makes a distinction between static (synchronic) linguistics and evolutionary
(diachronic) linguistics:

All sciences would profit by indicating more precisely the coordinates along which their
subject matter is aligned. Everywhere distinctions should be made . . . between (1) the axis of
stmultaneity . . . which stands for the relations of coexisting things and from which the inter-
vention of time is excluded; and (2) the axis of successions . . ., on which only one thing can be
considered at a time but upon which are located all the things on the first axis together with
their changes. (pp. 79-80, italics in original)

To explain the differences between these two perspectives, Saussure suggests the reader imagine a
plant. If one makes a longitudinat cut in the stem of a plant, one sees the fibers that make up the plant,
butif one makes a cross-sectional cut, one can see the plant’s fibers in refationship to each another.

Table 1.6 contrasts synchronic analysis and diachronic analysis. For example, a researcher might
focus on how video games evolved (thus using a diachronic perspective) or might compare the most
important video games being played at a particular moment (thus using a synchronic perspective). Or
the researcher could first use a diachronic perspective, to establish context, and then do a synchronic
analysis, focusing on some important games. Claude Lévi-Strauss and Viadimir Propp are mentioned in
this table as exemplars of these two styles of analysis. [ will explain the ideas these two theorists devel-
oped inthe sections that foliow.

Comparison of Synchronic Analysis and Diachronic Analysis

Synchronic Analysis Diachre
Simultaneity Succession
Static Evolutionary
Instant Historical perspective
Relations in a system Relations in time
Focus on analysis Focus on development
Paradigmatic Syntagmatic I
Claude Lévi-Strauss Vladismir Propp
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SYNTAGMATIC ANALYSIS

A syntagm is a chain. and in syntagmatic analysis, a text is examined as a sequence of events that
forms some kind of narrative. In this section I discuss the ideas of Vladimir Propp, a Russian folklor-
ist who wrote a pioneering book in 1928 titled Morphology of the Folktale. Morphology is the study of
forms--that is, the components of something and their relationships to each other and to the whole.
Propp (19258/1968), whose work involved a group of fairy tales, has described his method as follows:

‘We are undertaking a comparison of the themes of these
tales. For the sake of comparison we shall separate the com-
ponent parts of fairy tales by special methods: and then, we
shall make a cornparison of the tales according to their corm-
ponents. The result will be a morphology (i.e., a description of
the tale according to its component parts and the refationship
ofthese components to each other and to the whole). (p. 19)

Propp refers to the essential or basic narrative unit in his study as
a “function™:

. Function is understood as an act of a character, defined
m P Lol oa i from the point of view of its significance for the course of
the action. {p. 21}

Propp’s observations may be briefly formulated in the following manner:

1. Functions of characters serve as stable, constant elements in atale, independent of how and by
whom they are fulfilled. They constitute the fundamental components of a tale.

2. The number of functions known to the fairy tale is limited.

3. Thesequence of functions is always identical.

4. Allfairytalesare of one type in regard to their structure. (pp. 21-23)

Propp’s work has great significance for this discussion, for we can adopt and adapt his ideas to films,
television stories, comics, and all kinds of other narratives. Whether or not Propp was correct in all of
his assertions is not of great importance for our purposes. His concept of functions can be applied to all
kinds of texts with interesting results.

For each of his functions, Propp gives a summary of its essence, an abbreviated definition, and
a conventional sign or designation. Some of the functions are rather complicated and have numerous
subcategories, all of which fulfilf the same task. Propp’s (1928/1968) description of his first function is
quoted here so that you can see what a simple one looks like and how he develops each (the numbers in
parentheses refer to specific fairy tales Propp studied):

1. ONE OF THE MEMBERS OF A FAMILY ABSENTS HIMSELF FROM HOME. (Definition: ab-
sentation. Designation: 3.)
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I, The persen absenting himself can be a member of the older generation (b)), Parents leave

for work (113). “The prince had to go on a distant journey, leaving his wife to the care of
strangers” (265). "Once, he (a merchant) went away to foreign lands™ (17}. Usual forms of
absentation: going to work, to the forest, fo trade, to war, “on business.”

2. Anintensified form of absentation is represented by the death of parents (b,).

Sometimes members of the younger generation absent themselves (b,). They go visiting (101},
fishing (108), for a walk (137), out to gather berries (244). {p. 26)

3.

This is one of the briefer descriptions Propp provides for his functions; for instance, Function 9 (about a
villain deing harm or injtiry to a member of a family) has 19 subcategories.

Even though you do not know all the subcategories of each function, you can still use Propp’s 31
functions to conduct syntagmatic analyses of selected texts (Table 1.7 displays a simplilied and slightly
modified list of these functions and gives a brief description of each). What will become obvious to you
as you use these functions is the extent to which a lot of contemporary stories contain many of Propp’s
functions. His definition of the hero as “that character who either directly suffers from the action of the
villain .. . or who agrees to liquidate the misfortune or lack of ancther person” is also worth considering
{p. 50). Herces also, Propp telis us, are supplied with magical agents or helpers that they make use of in
difficult situations.

=gl
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Propp’s Functions

Initial situation
Absentation
Interdiction
Violation
Reconnaissance
Delivery

Trickery
Complicity
Villainy

Lack

Mediation
Courtteraction
Departure

1st function of donor

Hero's reaction

introduced are members of a family or the hero.

One of the members of the family absents himself from home.
An interdiction is addressed to the hero.

An interdiction is viotated.

The villain makes an attempt at reconnaissance.

The villain receives information about his victim,

The villain attempts to deceive his victim.

The victim submits to deception, unwittingly helps his enemy.
The villain causes harm or injury to a member of a family.
One member of a family lacks something or wants something.
Misfortune is made known, hero is dispatched.

Seekers agree o decide on counteraction.

The hero leaves home.

Hero is tested, receives magical agent or helper.

Hero reacts to actions of the future donor.

{Continued}



22

TECHNIQUES OF INTERPRETATION

(Continued)

Receipt of magic agent
Spatial transference

Struggle

- I 6 m

Branding

Victory

Liquidation

-

Return
Pr | Pursuit
Rs | Rescue
O Unrecognized arrival
L Unfounded ciaims

M Difficult task

N Solution

Q Recognition

Ex | Exposure

Hero acquires the use of a magical agent.
Hero is led to object of search.

Hero and villain join in direct combat.
Hero is branded.

Villain is defeated,

Initial misforiune or lack is liguidated.

The hero returns,

A chase: The hero is pursued.

Hero is rescued from pursuit.

The hero, unrecognized, arrives home or in another country.
A false here presents unfounded claims.
A difficult task is proposed to the hero.
The task is resclved.

The hero is recognized.

The false hero or villain is exposed.

Transfiguration The hero is given a new appearance.
U Punishment The villain is punished.
Wedding The hero is married and ascends the throne.
There are seven dramatis personae in Propp’s scheme:
1 Villain Fights with hero.
2 Donor Provides hero with magical agent.
3 Helper Aids hero in solving difficult tasks.
4 Princess Sought-after person.
Her father Assigns difficult tasks.
5 Dispatcher Sends hero on his mission.
Hero Searches for something or fights with villain.

7 False hero

Claims to be hero but is unmasked.

Propp’s functions can be applied to an episode of the television program The Prisoner to show how
Propp’s work can help uncover the morphology of a narrative text. The Prisoner is a remarkable existen-
tial television series first broadcast a number of years ago and today is regarded by many as a classic.
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It is about a man who, having resigned from some mysterious (apparently espionage) organization, has
been abducted and is being held against his will in “the Village,” a strange resortlike piace on an island,
where everyone is called by a number rather than by name. The hero is locked into battles with various
adversaries, each called Number Two, in the 17 episcdes of the series. At the end of the series, the pris-
oner (Number 5ix} escapes from the Village, which he destroys, and returns to his apartment in London.
Episodes of The Prisoner can be viewed at www.amctv.com/originals/the-prisoner.

The first episcde of The Prisoner is titled "Arrival.” It opens with a scene in which the hero, unnamed,
is shown resigning. He is in an office with some officials; he pounds the table ard teaves. He returns to
his apartment and begins to pack, but as he does, he is gassed and passes out. He awakes in the Village, a
rotalitarian society where everyone has numbers instead of names; he is told that he is Number Six. The
prisoner is pitted against Nuraber Two, who wishes o find out why Six resigned. Six tries to escape by run-
ning along the seashore but is captured by a huge and terrifying rubber sphere, Rover, that is kept beneath
the sea and is controlled by Number Two. Six is sent to the Village hospital, where he finds himself shar-
ing a room with an old friend, also a spy. While Six is being examined by a doctor, there is a commotion
outside the exam room. Six rushes back to his roorm and is told that his friend has committed suicide. After
Six is released from the hospital, he notices a woman acting strangely at his friend’s burial procession.
Six talks with the woman, who tells him she was the friend’s tover and that they were planning to escape
from the island. She has a watch with a special device that will enable Six to evade Rover and steal a heli-
copter. Six takes the watch and “escapes” via the helicopter, but shortly
after he has left the island he discovers the helicopter is rigged and con-
trolled by Number Two. The episode ends with the helicopter returning
to the Village and the spy friend, who had supposedly committed suicide,
refling Number Two that Six is an unusual person who will need special
treatment.

Although The Priscner is not a fairy tale per se, it contains many of the
same elements as a fairy tale. Many contemporary narrative texts are
modified and updated fairy tales that, to a considerable degree, resemble
the tales Propp has described. Table 1.8 lists a few of the Proppian functions

that can be applied to events in "Arrival.” This analysis could be extended -f'.%r\
and made more detailed through the use of sore of Propp’s subcategories. | R P
but [ enly want to suggest the possibitities of this kind of analysis here. Vi A5T oM & 004

Proppian Functions in “Arrival” Episode of The Prisoner

Initial sfituation Hero shown resigning.

o
Interdiction viglated & {irmplicit) Spies can't resign,
Villain causes injury A Hero abducted to the Village.
i
Receipt of a magical agent F Woman gives Six watch with device.

False hero exposed Ex Friend shown with Two.
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There are two important things to be learned from syntagmatic analysis. First, narratives, regardless
of kind or genre, are composed of certain functions (or elements) essential for the creation of a story.
Propp’s work leads us, then, to an understanding of the nature of formulas. Second, the order in which
events take place in a narrative is of great importance. There is a logic to narrative texts, and the arrange-
ment of elernents in a story can greatly affect our perception of what anything “means.” That, in fact, is
the purpose served by editing.'

Let me offer a quotation that uses Proppian analysis to make a point about James Bond novels. In Tony
Bennett and Janet Woollacott’s Bond and Beyond: The Political Career of a Popular Hero (1987) they write
about Umberto Eco's anatysis of the Bond phenomenorn:

Just as Vladimir Propp argued that “all fairytales are of one type in regard to their structure,”
so Eco argues that, at the level of plot, the Bond novels are structurally uniform. Indeed, he
further contends that the “Bond formula” is merely a variant of the archetypal structure of
the traditional fairy tale. According to Propp, the basic plot elerents of the fairytale consists
of functions performed by its central protagonists—the hero, the villain, the princess—in
developing the course of action within the story. Likewise,
NP Eco argues that the main characters of the Bond novels are
S;r& f-w s R Cn" _ motivated by the functions assigned to them, functions which
ShE TR, - he likens to a series of moves required by the rules of the
o, game. (p. 70)

This would suggest that seme of the appeal of the Bond novels
and films is due to their being modernized and updated fairy tales,
and thus they play a role in our psyches similar to that of conven-
b tional fairy taies. | have more to say about James Bond in my chapter
on psychoanalytic theory.

PARADIGMATIC ANALYSIS

The paradigmatic analysis of a text involves a search for a hidden pattern of oppositions buried in
it that generate meaning. As Alan Dundes writes in his introduction to Propp’s Morphology of the
Polktale (1928/1968), the paradigmatic form of structural analysis

seeks to describe the pattern (usually based upon an a priori binary principle of opposition)
which allegedly underlies the folkloristic text. This pattern is not the same as the sequential
structure at all. Rather, the elements are taken out of the “given” order and are regrouped in
one or more analytic schema. (p. xi)

We search for binary or polar oppositions because meaning is based on the establishment of
relationships, and the most important kind of relationship in the production of meaning ir language is
that of opposition.
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We return here to Saussure’s (1915/1966) notion that “in language there are only differences™ (p. 129).
Or, as Jonathan Culler (1976) puts it, “Structuralists have generally followed Jakobson and taken the
binary opposition as a fundamental operation of the human mind basic to the production of meaning”
{p. i5). Thus some kind of systematic and interrelated sets of oppositions can be elicited in all texts,
whether they are narrative or not. Many people are not conscious of these oppositions—and sometimes
they are only implied—but without differences, there is no meaning.

Some people argue that the cppositions and other structures semioticians elicit from texts are not
really there. These critics assert that semioticians do not discover systems of relationships but, instead,
invent them. This controversy is sometimes known as the "hocus-pocus” versus the "God’s truth” prob-
lem. 1 believe the oppositions semioticians find in texts are actually there; not only that, but they have to
be there. Finding meaning without discerning polar oppositions is like listening to the sound of one hand
clapping.

Given that I've used The Prisoner in an eariier example, let me offer a paradigmatic analysis of
“Arrival.” The most important opposition found in this episode is between freedom and control, and [use
these two concepts as heading the list of oppositions displayed in Table 1.9, which shows the ideational
structure on which the narrative is hung.

Claude Lévi-Strauss, a distinguished French anthropologist, has suggested that a syntagmatic analy-
sis of a text reveals the text’s manifest meaning and that a paradigmatic analysis reveals the text’s latent
meaning. The manifest structure of a text consists of what happens in it, whereas the latent structure
consists of what the text is about. Or, to put it another way, when we use a paradigmatic approach, we are
not so much concerned with what characters do as with what they mean.

Lévi-Strauss studied the ways narratives are organized or structured and how their organization gen-
erates meaning. He has done a great deal of work (much of it highly controversial) on myths, kinship
systems, and related matters. According to Lévi-Strauss (1967), myths are composed of fundamental
or minimal units, or “mythemes,” that combine in cerfain ways to give messages. Mythemes can be
expressed in short sentences that describe important relationships. For example, in the case of the
Oedipus myth, Lévi-Strauss offers mythemes such as “Oedipus kills his father, Laius,” "Oedipus mar-
ries his mother,” and “Oedipus immolates the Sphinx.” These mythemes and their rules of combina-
tion (what Lévi-Strauss calls “bundles,” or relations} are the stuff of which myths are made. Myths are

Polar Oppositions in “Arrival”

Number Six Number Two

The individual The organization
Willpower Force
Escape Entrapment

Trust Deception
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important not only because they function as charters for the groups that tell and believe them but also
because they are the keys to the ways in which the human mind works.

What is most significant about myths is the stories they tell, not their style. Thus the structured rela-
tionships among the characters and what these relationships ultimately mean should be the focus, not
the way a story is told. Myths, Lévi-Strauss asserts, give coded messages from cultures to individuals, and
the task of the analyst is to discover these masked or hidden messages by “cracking the code.” In the final
analysis, this involves eliciting the paradigmatic structure of a text.?

In making a paradigmatic analysis of a text, an analyst should take care to avoid certain possible
errors. First, the analyst must be sure to elicit irue oppositions {as opposed to mere negations). For exam-
ple, 1 would suggest that poor is the opposite of rich and should be used instead of something such as
untich or nonrich. Second, the analyst should be sure that the oppositions elicited are tied to characters
and events in the text,

If f had offered a more detailed synopsis of “Arrival,” I would have been able to undertake more
detailed syntagmatic and paradigmatic analyses of this story, and my lists of Proppian functions and
polar oppositions (Tables 1.8 and 1.9) would have been longer. I might add that it is useful for the analyst
to explicate the terms in his or her list of oppositions and to explain why each pair is included.

INTERTEXTUALITY

Intertextuality is a term about which there is a good deal of controversy. For purposes of this discus-
sion, it refers to the use in texts (consciously or unconsciously) of material from other previously
created texts. Parody, or the humorous imitation of a text, is a good example of the conscious reuse
of material fror a text. In order for parody to be effective, audience members must be familiar with
the original text, so that they can appreciate the ways in which it is being ridiculed. There are also
parodies of style (e.g.. contests are held in which entrants compete to produce the most ridiculous
imitation of Hemingway’s writing style) and parodies of genre, which play upon the basic plot struc-
tures of formulaic kinds of texts, such as soap operas and westerns,
Woody Alten (1978) offers a superb parody of course descriptions in his “Spring Builetin™:

Philosophy I: Everyone from Plato to Camus is read. The following topics are covered: Ethics:
The categorical imperative and six ways to make it work for you. Aesthetics: Is art the mirror
of life, or what? . . . Epistemology: Is knowledge knowable? if not, how do we know this? The
Absurd: Why existence is considered silly, particularly for men who wear brown and white
shoes. Manyness and oneness are studied as they relate to otherness. (Students achieving
oneness will move ahead to twoness.} (p. 44)

The humor here relies on our being able to compare Allen’s parody with typical college catalog course
descriptions. Here, Allen spoofs both the genre and the style of writing found in catalogs.

Ancther kind of conscious intertextuality takes place when screenwriters or film directors cre-
ate scenes recognizable as “quotations” from other films. Avant-garde filmmakers and other artists
often consciously “quote” from the works of other artists—they patch together bits and pieces from
well-kniown (or not so well-known) works and create new works. Thus, as Marcel Danesi points out in
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Understanding Media Semiotics (2002), the film Blade Runner con-
rains many allusions to biblical themes, such as the search fora
creator. Another example of intertextuality is the Leonard Bernstein/
Stephen Sondheim musical West Side Story, which is based on
Shakespeare’s Romeo and juliet. Some television critics have sug-
gested that the shori-lived 2003 television show Skin was yet another
modernized version of Romeo and juliet.

One of the most famous television commercials ever made, for
the Macintosh computer in 1984, contains an important use of
interiextuality. In this commercial, directed by Ridley Scott, there is
ascene in which a blonde woman, carrying a sledgehammer, races
into a large auditorium, pursued by helmeted police. In the audito-

rium are the inmates frem the totalirarian institution in which the action is taking place. They are dazing
at a huge screen in which someone is talking to them, but what he is saying is gibberish. The woman
tosses her sledgehammer at the screen and it explodes. With that, we are to assume, the power of the
pecple who control the institution is destroyed. This episode can be seen as a retelling of the David and
Goliath story in the Old Testament, and the power of the commercial is tied to its connection to this story.

Those interested in seeing this commercial can find it on YouTube.

Unconscious intertextuality involves textual materials of many kinds (plots, themes, kinds of char-
acters, and so on) that become common currency, pervading cultures and finding their way into new
texts without the creators’ knowledge. Some literary theorists argue, in fact, that all creative work is, ulti-
mately, intertextual. That is, all texts are related to other texts, to varying degrees.

DIALOGICAL THEORY

Russian semiotician Mikhail Bakhtin has suggested that language is “dialogic,” by which he meansthat
when we speak, what we say is tied both to things that have been said before and to utterances we
expect tobe made in the future. As he explains in his book The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays (1981),

The word in living conversaticn is directly. blatantly, ori-
ented toward a future answer-word: it provokes an answer,
anticipates it and structures itself on the answer’s direction.
Forming itself in an atmosphere of the aiready spoken, the
word is at the same time determined by that which has not
yet been said but which is needed and in fact anticipated
by the answering word. Such is the situation in any living
dizlogue. (p. 280)

ff we take this notion and move it from speech to texts, we gain
some insight into intertextuality. Bakhtin discusses the relation-
ships among texts, including what he calls the matter of "guotation”
(which we now call intertextuality) in the Middle Ages:

[

Mikhait Bakhtin
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The role of the other's word was enormous at that time; there were quotations that were
openly and reverently eraphasized as such, or that were half-hidden, comptetely hidden,
half-conscious, uncenscious, correct, intentionally distorted, deliberately reinterpreted and
so forih. The boundary lines bertween someone else’s speech and one’s own speech were
flexible, ambiguous, often deliberately distorted and confused. Certain types of texts were
consiructed like mosaics out of the texts of others. . .. One of the best authorities on medi-
eval parody . . . states outright that the history of medieval literature and its Latin literature
in particular “is the history of appropriation, re-working and imitation of someone else’s
property”-or as we would say, of another’s language, another’s style, another’s word. (p. 69)

The "appropriation” of the work of others that took place in the Middle Ades is simifar to what happens
today. This is because, in part, many inhabitants of the Western wortd share a cornmon cultural heritage
that informs the work of artists and is reflected in texts even when there is no conscious decision made to
quote from other texts or sources.

METAPHOR AND METONYMY

Metaphor and metonymy are two important ways of fransmitting meaning. In metaphor, a refation-
ship between two things is sugdested through the use of analogy. Thus we might say, “My loveisa
red rose.” One of the rost common metaphoric forms is the simite, in which fike or asis used and a
comparison is sugdested. For example, “He's as sharp as arazor” or “She’s as good as an angel.”

Sometimes we incorporate metaphors and similes into the verbs we use. Consider the following
examples:

The ship cut through the waves. (The ship is like a knife.)

The ship danced through the waves. {The ship is like adancer)

The ship raced through the waves, {The ship islike arace car.)

The ship pranced through the waves. (The ship is like a horse.}

The ship plowed through the waves. (The ship islike a plow.)
In these examples, the ship takes on different identities. These verbs convey information different from
thatin the statement “The ship sailed through the waves.”

in metonymy, a relationship is suggested that is based on association, which implies the existence

of codes in people’s minds that enable them to make the proper connections, As James Monaco (1977)
notes,

A metonymy is a figure of speech in which an associated detail or notion is used to invoke an
idea or represent an object. Etymologically, the word means “substitute naming” (from the
Greek meta, involving transfer, and onoma, name}. Thus in literature we can speak of the king
(and the idea of kingship) as “the crown.” (p. 135)
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Metaphor and Metenymy Contrasted

Meta {transfer, beyond}—phor ({o bear) Meta (transfer)—onoma (name)

Chaplin eats shoelaces like spaghetti. Rover Kills cne of the villagers on command of
Number Two.

Simile: important subcategory in which Synecdache: important subcategory in which a

comparison is made using fike or as. part stands for the whole or the whole for a
part.

“No man is an island.” Red suggests passion,

Costume of Spider-Man. Uncle Sam “stands for” the United States.

l.ang, thin objects can be seen as penises. Bowler hat implies Englishman; cowboy hat
implies the American West.

A common form of metonymy is a synecdoche, in which a part stands for the whole or vice versa.

A dood example of metaphor in film is the Famous scene in Chaplin's The Gold Rush in which he cooks
his boots and eats the shoelaces as if they were spaghetti. A good example of metonymy is found in The
Prisoner in the form of the monstrous balloon Rover, which symbolizes the oppressive regime that runs
the Village. Table 1.10 compares and contrasts metaphor and metonymy.

Generally speaking, metaphor and metonymy are often mixed together, and sometimes a given object
might have both metaphoric and metonymic significance. The distinction is important, because it enables
us to see more clearly how objects and images (as well as language) generate meaning. And, in the case of
metonymy, it becomes obvious that people carry codes around in their heads—highly complex patterns of
associations that enable them to interpret metonymic communication correctly. Just as you can’t tell the
players without a program, you can’t understand the meaning of most things without knowing the codes.

CODES

Codes are highly complex patterns of associations that all members of a given society and culture
learn. These codes, or “secret structures” in people's minds, affect the ways individuals interpret the
signs and symbols they find in the media and the ways they live. From this perspective, cultures are
codification systems that play an important (atthough often unpercetved) role in peopie’s lives. To be
socialized and to be a member of a culture means, in essence, to be taught a number of codes, most
of which are quite specific to a person’s social class, geographic location, ethnic group, and so or,
although these subcodings may exist within a more general code--"American character,” for example.

We all recognize that in order for people to be able to drive safely on the highways, a code is needed.
This code is a collection of rules that telis drivers what they should and sheould not do in all conceiv-
able situations, In like manner, we are all taught {often: informally) other codes that tell us what to de in
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various situations and what certain things “mean.” Obviously, we carry these rules and understandings
about life over to our exposure to media productions, o to mass-mediated culture.

It is quite possible, then, for misunderstandings to arise between those who create television pro-
grams and those who view them. Umberto Eco (1972) has even suggdested that "aberrant decoding . . . is -
the rule in the mass media” (p. 106}. This is because different people bring different codes to given mes-
sages and thus interpret the messages in different ways. As Eco puts it,

Codes and subcodes are applied to the message [read “text”] in the light of a general framework
of cultural references, which constitutes the receiver’s patrimony of knowledge: his ideological,
ethical, religious standpoints, his psychological attitudes, his tastes, hisvalue systems, etc. (p. 115)

Eco offers some examples that suggest how such aberrant decodings might have taken place in the
past: foreigners in strange cultures who do not know the codes or people who interpret messages in
terms of their own codes rather than the codes in which the messages were originally cast. This was, Eco
notes, before the development of mass media, when aberrant decodings were the exception, not the rule.
With the devejopment of mass media, however, the situation changed radically, and aberrant decoding
became the norm. According to Eco, this is because of the wide gap between those who create and gener-
ate the material carried by the media and those who receive this material.

The transmitters of messages, because of their social class, educational tevel, political ideologies,
worldviews, ethos, and so on, do not share the same codes as their audiences, whe differ from the mes-
sage transmitters in some or even most of the above respects and who interpret the messages they receive
from their own perspectives. The work of British sociolinguist Basil Bernstein (1977) illustrates how this
might be possible. His research led him te conclude that in Britain, children learn either of two linguistic
codes, the “elaborated” code or the “restricted” code, and that the code a child learns plays a major role in
his or her future development and adultlife. Table 1.11 illustrates the differences between these two codes.

EHaborated and Restricted Codes

Middle classes Working classes

Grammatically complex Grammatically simple

Varied vocabulary Uniform vocabulary

Complex sentence structure Short, repetitious sentence structure
Careful use of adjectives and adverbs Little use of adjectives and adverbs
High-level conceptualization Low-level conceptualization

Logical Emotional

Use of qualifications Little use of gqualifications

Users aware of code Users unaware of code




CHAPTER 1 Semiotic Analysis

3

The code a child learns becomeas the matrix through which his or her thought is filtered; thus the
two codes lead to very different value systems, belief systems, attitudes about the world. and so on.
Bernstein’s work enables us to see how languagde shapes us and demoenstrates the enormous problems
we face in trying to resocialize the hard-core poor and other disadvantaged persons in society.

It has been said that the United States and Great Britain are two nations separated by a common
language. In the same manner, the different ciasses in Britain, with their different codes, seem to be
separated. When we move from language to the mass media, where in addition there are aesthetic codes,
iconic codes, and more disparate audience members, we can see that it is quite rernarkabie that the
media can communicate with any degree of effectiveness,

Iwould suggest that what we think of as “culture” can also be understocd as a collection of codes
we learn when we grow up in a society that tell us how to think, how to behave, what to eat and
when (o eat it, and all kinds of other things. As explain in the first chapter of my book Culture Codes
(2012},

In this book [ suggest that cultures can be thought of as collections of codes that shape our
behavior.

Codes that we are aware of we call “rules” or “laws,” but codes that we do not recognize but
which shape our thinking and behavior in many areas 1 call culture codes. . . . We know that
genetic codes play a major role in shaping our physical bodies and in many ilinesses that we
are plagued with. In the same light, culture codes play a major role in our thoughts and behav-
iors, even though we generally are not aware of the existence of these codes. (p. 7)

Let me offer an example. in the fall of 2012 [ spent a month in Argentina lecturing on semiotics and
media analysis. People in Argentina, as someone there explained to me, eat four meals a day: breakfast
in the morning, lJunch anywhere from noon to 2:00 p.m. or so, a snack around 5:00 p.m., and dinner
around 10:00 p.m. but sometime as late as midnight. A professor in Buenos Aires told me that he and
his wife often go to the movies.at 10:00 p.m. and then have dinner at midnight, alter the film. This is
considerably different from when people in the United States eat dinner, usually from 5:00 to 7.00 p.m.,
though fater for dinner parties. One culture code that people in the United States and Argentina agree
on isthat steak should be broiled or grilled and never boiled. In the United States, we typically have our
salads before we eat our steaks, while in France and many other countries, salads are eaten after the
main Course.

In my book [ discuss, in some detail, many of the following topics:

» Characteristics of codes: coherence, covertness, clarity, concreteness, continuity, compre-
hensiveness, and so on .

¢ Manifestations of codes: personality (in psychology), social roles (in sacial psychology),
institutions (in sociology), ideotogies (in political science), rituals {in anthropology)

CULTURE CODES
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» Problems: creation of codes, modification of codes, conflicts among codes, countercodes,
codes andrules

¢ Codesin popular culture: formulas in spy stories, detective stories, westerns, science fiction
adventures, pop music, fanzines, dirlie fiction, horror stories, gothic novels, advertisements,
sitcoms, and so on

@ Ritual: mealtimes, drinking in bars, gift giving, dating, television watching, supermarket
shopping, behavior in elevators, sports contests, lovemaking, dressing, and so on’

Codes are difficult to see because of their characteristics—they are all-pervasive, specific, and clear-
cut, which makes them almost invisible. They inform almost every aspect of our existence (I've listed
some of their manifestations} and provide a useful concept for the analyst of the popular arts and media;
for not only do genres such as the western and the sitcom follow codes (commonly known as formulas),
so dothe mediain general.

1 have, to this point, been concerned with the ways semiotic analysis can be used to explicate pro-
grams carried on television, with a specific focus on the television narrative. Table 1.12 reveals how
media forms carry genres of the popular arts. Each medium, because of its nature, imposes certain
iimitatjons on whatever popular art forms or genres it carries. Because of the small screen and the nature
of the television image, for instance, television is not the ideal medium for presenting huge battle scenes.

Semiotics in the Media and Other Popular Art Forms

Radio Soap operas
Television Advertisemenis/commercials
Films Westerns
Comies Police dramas
CDs Variety shows
Posters Musicals
Newspapers Talk shows
Magazines News
Telephones Spy stdries
Bocks Documentaries
Billboards Love stories
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Television is a “close-up” medium, better suited to revealing character than
Lo capturing action.

In applying semiotics to television, then, it makes sense for us to concern
ourselves with aspects of the medium that function as signs, as distinguished
from carrying signs. What is interesting about television, from this point of
view, are the kinds of camera shots employed in the medium. Table 1.13 lists
some of the most important kinds of shots, which function as signifiers, and
what is usually signified by each shot. The Chanel advertisement featuring
an extreme close-up of a woman’s lips is an example of how advertising
focuses on sexually exciting parts of women to sell products. The worman’s
lips are slightly open, a convention used to suggest sexual excitement. And
there is nothing else in the advertisement except the name of the company,
Chanel, which gives the brand an association with sexuality and arousal.

Table 1.14 illustrates how camera work and editing techniques can be
examined in the same way.

How Camera Shots Function as Signifiers

Face only Intimacy

Medium shot Most of body Persanat relationship

Long shot Setting and characters Context, scope, public
distance

Full shot Full body of persen Social relationship

How Elements of Cinematography Function as Signifiers

 Signifier : on 2
Pan down Camera looks down Power, authority
Pan up Camera looks up Smaliness, weakness
Dolly in Camera moves in Observation, focus
Fade in Image appears on blank screen Beginning
Fade out Image on screen goes blank Ending
Cut Switch from one image to another Simultaneity, excitement
Wipe image wiped off screen Imposed conclusion
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A CHECKLIST FOR SEMIOTIC ANALYSIS OF TELEVISION

These tables represent a kind of television grammar as far as shots, camera work, and editing tech-
nigues are concerned. We atllearn the mmeanings of these phenomena as we watch television, and they
help us understand what is going on in particular programs.

There are other matters that might be considered here also, such as lighting technigues and the use of
color, sound effects, and music. All of these are signifiers that help us interpret what we see (and hear) on
television. Television is a highty complex medium that uses verbal language, images, and sound to gener-
ate impressions and ideas in people. [t is the task of the television seriotician to determine, first, how
this is possible and, second, how this is accomplished.

You will notice that I have said very little up to this point about aesthetic judgments. This leads us to
one of the major criticisms of semiotic analysis, nametly, that in its concern for the relationship of
elements and production of meaning in a text, it ignores the quality of the work itseff. That is, semi-
otics is not really concerned with art but rather with meaning and modes of cognition (the codes
needed to understand a text). It might be compared 1o judging a meal by the quality of the ingredi-
ents without any concern for how the food was cooked or what it tasted like,

In certain cases, the text is subjugated by the critic. [t exists as nothing but (or perhaps little more
than) an excuse for a virtuoso performance by the semioctician, who grabs the spotlight away from the
work itseif. But this is a problem of alt forms of interpretation. Most works of art sit at the top of a huge
rmountain of criticism rhat analyzes and explicates them, sometimes at greater length than the original
works themselves.

Another problem with semiotic analysis, especially of televised texts, is that a strong theoretical foun-
dation is lacking to facilitate work in this area. Most of the work done in semiotics in recent years has
been concerned with film, not television. Without a strong and well-articulated body of theoretical criti-
cismn, work in the applied semiotic analysis of television texts must remain teniative.

Nevertheless, a great deal is possible, and if you can avoid extremism in your analyses of signifying
systems in texts, you can produce criticat readings of considerable value and utility. You have encugh
theory to get started, and applied semiotic analyses are likely to lead to advances in critical theory.

The following are questions you should address in undertaking a semiotic analysis of a television
program. 1 have concentrated on narratives in this chapter, but much of what | have discussed is
applicable to all kinds of programs.

e Isclate and analyze the important signs in your text. .
s Whatare the importantsignifiers, and what do they signify?
What is the system that gives these signs meaning?
What codes can be found?
What ideclogical and sociological matters are involved?

@
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o What is the paradigmatic structure of the text?
» Whatis the central opposition in the text?
e What paired opposites fit under the various categories?
¢ Do these oppositions have any psychotogical or social import?

» Whatis the syntagmatic structure of the text?

e Which of Propp’s funcrions can be applied to the text?
+ How does the sequential arrangement of elements affect meaning?
e Arethere formulaic aspects that have shaped the text?

+ How does the medium of television affect the text?

s Whatkinds of shots, camera angles, and editing techriques are used?
* How arelighting, color, music, and sound used to give meaning to signs?

¢ What contributions have theorists made that can be applied?

»  What have theorists in semiotics written that can be adapted to your anaiysis of television?
s  What have media theorists written that can be applied to semiotic analysis?

t hope this chapter has given you a sense of the semiotic approach and enabled you to apply this
fascinating—and powerful—analytic tool. You can apply semiotics to television, film, comics, advertise-
ments, architecture, diseases, artifacts, objects, formulas, conventions, organizations, friends, enemies,
and just about anything else in which communication is important—and in which there is signification,

For those interested in pursuing semiotics at an advanced level, the University of Tartu in Estonia (the
home institution of Jurij Lotman) now offers a two-year MA degree, in English, and other institutions
such asthe University of Indiana and University of Toronto also offer advanced study.

STUDY QUESTIONS AND TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION

1. Contrast the work of Peirce and Saussure on the nature of signs.

2. Discuss the following concepts: synchronic/diachronic, syntagmatic/paradigmatic,
language/speaking, metaphor/metonymy, elaborated/restricted codes,

3. Explain, in detail, Propp’s theory, Discuss his ideas about “functions” in narrative texts. Make
asyntagmatic analysis of a national news program on television. What problems did you
face? What did your analysis reveal?

4. Whatsignificance does binary opposition have? What does it mean to say that concepts are
“purely differential”?

5. Whatare codes? Why are they important? Are there any cultural and behavioral codes you
follow?

6. Discuss the assertions in this chapter concerning how camera shots in television and film
function as signs. '

7. What are the differences between elaborated and restricted codes?

8. What criticisms can be made of semiotic analysis?
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NOTES

1. Por example, consider the difference order makes in the following two phrases, both of which
contain the same words: “My husband was tate .. ”and “My late husband was ..

2. Space constraints do not permit me to dwell any fonger on Lévi-Strauss. Readers interested in
learning more about Lévi-Strauss are referred to the annotated bibliography that accompa-
nies this chapter for works by and about this author.

3. Foran explication of these matters, see Berger (2012).



Marxist thought is one of the most powerful and suggestive ways available to the media analyst for ana-
lyzing society and its institutions. This chapter deals with such fundamental principles of Marxist analysis
as alienation, materialism, false consciousness, class conflict, and hegemony—concepts that can be
applied to media and can help us understand the ways media function. Particular attention is paid to the
role of advertising.in creating consumer lust, and some cautions are offered about the danger of being
doctrinaire.



CHAPTER 2

Marxist Analysis

Until adecade or so ago, there was rather little Marxist analysis in “mainstream” American literary
and social thought. This is not to say there were no Marxists; rather, the Marxists were always “voices
crying in the wilderness™—not very many people paid heed to these voices or took them seriously. This
has been changing in recent years, and there are now increasing numbers of Marxist historians, political
scientists, economists, and critics.

The situation is complicated by the fact that there are different schools of Marxism, and Marxist
thought seems to be changing rapidiy. In the pages that follow | discuss some of the more [undamental
concepts of Marxism that can be applied to media and popular culture. Ironically, Marxism today often
seems to have more interesting things {o say about culture, consciousness, and related problems than it
does about economics.

The discussion that follows leans heavily on the work of Erich Fromm, who has argued that Marx
was a humanist whose argument was essentially a moral one. | might point out, in passing, that many
Marxists do not approve of the societies created in Marx's name that pervert his doctrine, such as those
in the former Soviet Unjon, Bastern Europe, Cuba, China, and elsewhere, For all practical purposes, com-
munism is dead. Many countries that were Marxist, such as Russia and many Eastern European nations,
have rejected Marxist doctrines and now are firmly in the capitalist market economy camp. China is
nominally a communist country, and so is Vietnar, but in reality both have market-oriented capitalist
economies. The only country that remains true to Marxist ideology, it seems, is Cuba, and many scholars
predict that when Fidel Castro dies, Cuba, too, will abandon Marxism. It should be pointed out, however,
that one can be a Marxist—and, for our purposes, a Marxist critic of the media—without being a com-
munist and without believing in the necessity of revolution and the establishment of a classless society
by violent means,

what follows is an outline of some of the most fundamental principles of Marxism—principles most
useful to the media analyst. My goal here is to provide readers with a basic understanding of Marxism so
that they can apply Marxist concepts to the public art forms carried by the media. Readers who find that
this kind of analysis offers them valuable new perspectives and leads to new insights can pursue study
of the subject further (for instance, by examining the books listed in the annotated bibliography that
accompanies this chapter). I cite a number of helpful texts in the following discussion, bur, because of the
Hmitations of space, this chapter can form no more than an introduction to Marxist thought from which
readers can apply Marxist analyses of media.

40
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MATERIALISM

When we talk about Marxist thought being materialistic, we are using the term in a special way—
not as it is traditionally used in the United States, where it suggests a craving for money and the
things that money can buy. For Marxists, materiatism refers to a conception of history and the way
society organizes itself. Let me start here with some quotations of crucial importance from Marx’s
“Preface to a Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy,” as published ir: his Selected Writings
in Sociology and Social Philosophy (1964). First, his discussion of the relationship between society
and consciousness:

In the social production which men carry on they enter into definite relations that are
indispensable and independent of their will; these relations of production correspondto a
definite state of development of their material powers of production. The totality of these
relations of production constitutes the economic structure of society—the real foundation,
on which legal and political superstructures arise and to which definite forms of social
consciousness correspond. The mode of production of material life determines the general
character of the social, political and spiritual processes of life. It is not the consciousness of
men that determines their being, but, on the contrary, their social being determines their
consciousness. (p. 51)

The mode of production {(economic relationships}, then, is the base or the “determinant element” in
our thoughts—although the relationship between our thoughts and society is a complicated one. This
passage suggests that beneath the superficial randomness of things there is a kind of inner logic at work.
Everything is shaped, ultimately, by the economic system of a society, which, in subtle ways, affects the
ideas individuals have, ideas instrumental in determining the kinds of arrangements people make with
one anothet, the institutions they establish, and so on.

Marx aiso wrote, in “The German Ideology” (1964),

The production of ideas, of conceptions, of consciousness, is at first directly interwoven with
the material activity and the material intercourse of men, the language of real life. Conceiving,
thinking, the mental intercourse of men, appear at this stage as the direct efflux from their
material behavior. The same applies to mental production as expressed in the language of
potlitics, laws, morality, religion, and metaphysics of a people. Men are the producers of their
conceptions, ideas, etc.—real, active men, as they are conditioned by the definite develop-
ment of their produc®ve forces and of the intercourse corresponding to these, up to its fur-
thest forms. Consciousness can never be anything else than conscious existence. (pp. 74-75)

This passage is important because it brings people into the picture and suggests that although
consciousness is socially produced, it is always filtered through the minds of real, live, active men and
women and is not something that works automatically. There is aiways the possibility of individuals
gaining an understanding of their situation and doing something e\bout| it. But more about this shortly.
We have, now, otr first important insight—namely, that “our” ideas are not entirely our own, that
knowledge is social.
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With all of this in mind, here are some guestions we might ask now:

1. Whatsccial, political, and economic arrangerments characterize the society in which the media
are being analyzed?

2. Who owns, controls, and operates the media?

3. What roles do the various media play in the society where the media are being analyzed? And
what are the functions of the various popular art forms carried by the media?

4. Whatideas, values, notions, concepis, beliefs, and so on are spread by the media, and what
ideas, values, and so on are neglected by the media? Why? Do the media “manipulate” people
and shape their behavior, or do people have the capacity to use the media for their own
purposes?

5. How have the Internet and sites such as YouTube and Twitter changed things? Whatimpact
hasthe Internet had on traditional media such as newspapers and magazines?

6. How are writers, artists, actors, and other creative people affected by the patterns of owner-
ship and controt of the media?

THE BASE AND THE SUPERSTRUCTURE

This section begins to develop ideas found in the passages quoted earlier. What Marx has described
as the “base” represents the economic system found in a given society. This economic system,
or mode of production, influences, in profound and complicated ways, the “superstructure,”
or institutions and values, of a given society. Here is a relevant quotation from Friedrich Engels’s
“Socialism: Utopian and Scientific” (1972) on this matter:

The new facts made imperative a new exarination of all past history. Then it was seen that
all past history, with the exception of its primitive siages, was the history of class struggles;
that these warring classes of society are always the products of the modes of production and
of exchange—in a word, of the economic conditions of their time; that the economic struc-
ture of society always furnishes the real basis, starting from which we can alone work out
the ultimate explanation of the whole superstructure of juridical and political institutions as
well as of the religious, philesophical, and other ideas of a given historical period. Hegel had
freed history from metaphysics—he had made it dialectical; but his conception of history
was essentially idealistic. But now idealism was driven from its last fefuge, the philosophy
of history; now a materialistic treatment of history was propounded, and a method found
of explaining man’s “knowing” by his “being” instead of, as heretofore, his “being” by his
“knowing.” (p. 621, italics in original)

This passage offers an explanation of how ideas are transmitted to human beings: through the
institutions, philosophical systems, religious organizations, and arts found in a given society at a given
titne—that is, through the superstructure. Capitalism is not only an economic system but alse something
that affects attitudes, values, personality types, and culture in general.
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Influences on the Superstructure

Mode of production
Base (system of economic relations)

\ }

Superstructure Institutions
Legal system
Philosophy
Religion
Ideas

Arts

Culture

How the base affects the superstructure is a problem that has caused Marxists a considerable amount
of aggravation. Economic relations may be the ultimately determining ones, but they are not the only
ones, and it is a great oversimplification to say that the superstructure is automatically shaped by the
pase and is nothing but a reflection of jt—a position sometimes described as “vulgar Marxism.” This
point of view fails to recognize that an economic system is dynamic and always in a state of change—
as is a given superstructure—and that people, leading real lives and capable of all kinds of actions, are
involved also. In the following discussion of superstructure  focus on the public arts and the mass media,
institutions that many Marxists claim are crucial to the understanding of how consciousness is deter-
mined, shaped, and manipulated,

Figure 2.1 displays the ideas I've just discussed in diagrammatic form. All of this might seem rather
abstract and irrelevant until one recognizes that the consciousness of people has tmportant social, eco-
nomic, and political implications.

FALSE CONSCIOUSNESS

It is important for the ruling class to affect people’s consciousness by diving them certain ideas; in
this way the wealthy, who benefit most from the social arrangementsin a capltahst country, main-
tain the status quo. Marx (1964) explains how the ruling class operates:

The ideas of the ruling class are, in every age, the ruling ideas: i.e., the class which is the
dominant material force in society is at the same time its dorminant intellectual force. The
class which has the means of material production at its dispesal, has control at the same
time over the means of mental production, so that in consequence the ideas of those who
lack the means of mental production are, in general, subject to it. The dominant ideas are
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nothing more than the ideal expression of the dominant material relationships, the dominant
material relationships grasped as ideas, and thus of the relationships which make one class
the ruling one; they are consequently the ideas of its dominance. The individuals compos-
ing the ruling class possess among other things conscicusness, and therefore think. Insofar,
therefore, as they rule as a class and determine the whole extent of an epoch, it is self-evident
that they do this in their whole range and thus, among other things, rule aiso as thinkers,
as producers of ideas, and regulate the production and distribution of the ideas of their age.
Consequently their ideas are the ruling ideas of their age. (p. 78, iralics in original)

According o this thesis, the ideas of a given age are those promulgated and popularized by the ruling
classirl its own interest. Generally speaking then, the ideas people have are those the ruling class wants
themto have.

The ruling class, we must recognize, believes its own messages. This is because it has within itself a
group of conceptualizing ideologists who, as Marx (1964) puts it. "make it their chief source of livelihood
to develop and perfect the illusions of the class about itself” (p. 79). By ideology, | mean any system of
logically coherent and widely applicable sociopolitical beliefs. The ruling class, according to this theory,
propagates an ideology that justifies its status and makes it difficult for ordinary people to recognize they
are being exploited and victimized.

This notion—that the masses of people are being manipulated and exploited by the ruling class--is
one of the central arguments of modern Marxist cultural analysis. As Donald Lazere (1977) notes,

Applied to any aspect of culture, Marxist method seeks to explicate the manifest and fatent .
or coded reflections of modes of material production. ideological values, class relations and
structures of social power—racial or sexual as well as politico-economic—or the state of
consciousness of people in a precise historical or socio-economic situation. . .. The Marxist
method, recently in varying degrees of combination with structuralism and semiology, has
provided an incisive analytic tool for studying the political signification in every facet of con-
temporary culture, including popular entertainmentin TV and films, music, mass circulation
books, newspaper and magazine features, comics, fashion, tourism, sports and games, as
well as such acculturating institutions as education, religion, the family and child-rearing,
social and sexual relations between men and women-—all the patterns of work, play, and
other customs of everyday life. . . . The most frequent theme in Marxist cultural criticism is
the way the prevalent mode of production and the ideology of the ruling class in any saciety
dominate every phase of culture, and at present, the way capitalist production and ideology
dominate American culture, along with that of the rest of the world that American business
and culture have colonized. This domination is perpetuated both through overt propaganda
in political rhetoric, news reporting, advertising and public relations, and through the often
unconscious absorption of capitalistic values by creators and consumers in all the above
aspects of the culture of everyday life. (pp. 755-7556)

‘Fhis passage suggests the ali-encompassing nature of the Marxist approach and some of the most
important objects of its attention. Quite obviously, the mass media and popular culture are centrally
important in the spread of false consciousness, in leading people to believe that “whatever is, is right.”
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From this perspective the mass media and popular culture constitute a crucial link between the
institutions of society (and the superstructure in general) and individual consciousness.

German media theorist Hans Magnus Enzenberger (1974) has attacked the notion of manipulation as
being useful but perhaps a bit dated:

The New Left of the sixties has reduced the development of the media to a single concept—
that of manipulation. This concept was criginally extremely uselul for heuristic purposes and
has made possible a great many individual analytical investigations, but it now threatens to
degenerate into a mere sfogan which conceals more than itis able to iluminate, and therefore
itself requires analysis. (pp. 100-101)

Enzenberger argues that the notion of manipulation is ultimately grounded on the assumption (the
unspoken premise) that “there is such a thing as unmanipulated truth” (p. 101), a notion he finds
questionable, and one that is too limited. Ultimately, he argues, the left’s antagonism toward mass media
benefits capitalism.

Enzenberger's hope is, perhaps, somewhat utopian. His notion is that all media manipulate; it is in the
very nature of media:

There is no such thing as unmanipulated writing, filming, or broadcasting. The question is
therefore not whether the media are manipulated, but who manipulates them. A revolution-
ary plan should not require the manipulators to disappear; on the contrary, it must make
everyone a manipulator. {p. 104)

At this point we have moved away from analysis per se, and 1 will not pursue Enzenberger’'s thought
any further. It may be that the theory of manipulation has deficiencies and drawbacks, but it still remains
acentral concept of Marxist media analysis for the simple reason that, as Marxists view society, the
media are t00ls of manipulation. (The same argument about media manipulation can be used against
socialist and communist countries, although Marxist critics as a rule do not like to concern themselves
with such matters.)

IDEOLOGY

Karl Mannheim's Ideology and Utopia: An Introduction to the Sociology of Knowledge (1936), a classic
work in political theory, offers an interesting insight into the nature of ideology. Mannheim writes,

The concept “ideclogy” reflects the one discovery which has emerged from political conflict,
namely, that ruting groups can in their thinking become so intensively interest-bound to a
situation that they are simply no longer able to see certain facts which would undermine their
sense of domination. There is implicit in the word “ideology” the insight that in certain situa-
tions the collective unconscious of certain groups obscures the real condition of society both
to itself and to others and thereby stabilizes it. (p. 40)
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Opposing the ideolegists, for Mannheim, are people he describes as “utopians” who are drawn from
groups that see only the bad things in society. ideologists, we may say, see no evii and utopians see no
good. Both are mistaken, for moest societies have a combination of good and bad.

A more contemporary discussion of the concept of ideology is found in the Introduction to Meenakshi

Gigi Durham and Douglas M. Keliner's Media and Cultural Studies: Key Works (2001). They write:

The concept of ideology forces readers to perceive that all cultural texts have the distinct
biases, interests, and embedded values, reproducing the point of view of their producers and
often the values of the dominant social groups. Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels coined the
term “ideciogy” in the 1840s to describe the dominant ideas and representations in a given
social order. . .. During the capitalist era, values of individualism, protit, competition, and
the market became dominant, articulating the ideology of the new bourgeois class which was
consolidating its class power. Today, in our high tech and global capitalism, ideas that pro-
mote globalization, new technologies, and an unrestrained market economy are becoming
the prevailing ideas—conceptions that further the interests of the new governing elites in the
giobal economy. . . . Ideclogies appear natural, they seem to be commeon sense, and thus are
often invisible and elude criticismn. Marx and Engels began a critique of ideology, attempting
to show how ruling ideas reproduce dominant social interests trying to naturalize, idealize,
and legitimate the existing society and its institutions and values. (p. 6)

the years.

if we direct our analysis of ideology to the media, we find that popular culture or mass-mediated culture
found in capitalist nations has a mythologizing function. The media are owned and controlled by the
ruling class and are used to generare false consciousness in the masses,
or in Marxist terms, the proletariat. People generally are not aware they
hold ideological beliefs because they seem so natural and pervasive,
Ideology pervades the films, television programs, newspapers, magazines,
and books found in bourgeois societies, and while people don't recognize
that ideclogy and false consciousness shape their thinking, this does not
mean the masses aren't affected by ideology. They haven't brought the
ideologies they hold to consciousness and may not be able to articulate
them, but from a Marxist perspective, most people in bourgeois societies
have ideological beliefs that shape their thinking and behavior. The
Franklurt Schoel, discussed next, offered a comprehensive Marxist
critigue of American media and culture that influenced many media over

In Germany in the 1930s, a number of media theorists, known as “the Frankfurt School,” applied
Marxist theories to the study of media and culture. They came to the United States in the 1940s,
escaping from Nazi Germany, and became very influential. Among them were thinkers such as
Theodor W. Adorno, Herbert Marcuse, and Max Horkheimer. They believed that the mass media
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in the United States functioned as a means of generating false consciousness in the American
people and thus prevented history from playing out as it should have, according to Marxist theory.
The media distracted working-class Americans from recognizing the degree to which they were
exploited by the ruling class and revolting against them. The ruling classes, according to the
Frankfurt School, distracted the masses with mindless entertainments and bought them off by get-
ting them involved with consumer culture.

Adorno (1957) offers a typical example of the Frankfurt School's perspectives on the mass media and
mass culture:

Rigid institutionalization transforms modern mass culture into a medium of undreamed of
psychological controk. The repetitiveness, the selfsameness, and the ubiguity of modern mass
culture tend to make for automatized reactions and to weaken the forces of individual resis-
tance. . .. The increasing strength of modern mass culture is further enhanced by changes
in the sociological structure of the audience. The old cuitured elite does not exist anymore,
the modern intelligentsia only partially corresponds to it. At the same time, huge strata of the
popuiation formerly unacquainted with art have become cultural consumers. (p. 476)

The Frankfurt School has been criticized as being elitist. Some scholars have suggested that the
Frankfurt School’s hostility to popular culture and the “masses” was a result of their status loss and the
shock of coming from hierarchical societies in Europe to an egalitarian one in the United States. There
may also have been an element of nostalgia in members of the Frankfurt School for a period when
members of culturat efites were awarded high status and treated with great deference, in contrast to the
situation in the United States where economic elites are awarded high status. Whatever the case, the
Frankfurt School did offer an important, though perhaps somewhat extreme, critique of the media and
popular culture. Now, with the development of the Internet, the robotic “mass man” the members of the
Frankfurt School wrote about seems to have disappeared and been replaced by an anarchic multitude of
bloggers and video makers.

In his book, Media Culture: Cultural Studies, Identity, and Politics Between the Modern and Postmodern,
Douglas Kellner (1995) offers an assessment of the Frankfurt School. He writes,

Adorno’s analysis of popular music, Lowenthal’s studies of popular literature and magazines,
Herzog’s studies of radio soap operas, and the perspectives and critiques of mass culture devel-
oped in Horkheimer and Adorno’s famous study of the culture industries (1972) provided many
examples of the usefulness of the Frankfurt School's approach. Moreover, in their theories of
the culture industries and critigues of mass culture, they were the first to systematically ana-
lyze and criticize mass-mediated culture and communications within critical social theory.
... Yet there are serious flaws in the original program of critical theory which reqtiires aradical
reconstruction of the classical model of the culture industries. . . . Overcoming the limitations of
the classical model would include: more concrete analysis of the political economy of the media
and the processes of the production of culture; more empirical and historical research into the
construction of media industries and their interaction with other secial institutions; more stud-
ies of audience reception and media effects; and the incorporation 6f new cultural theories and
methods into a reconstructed critical theory of culture and the media. (p. 29)
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CLASS CONFLICT

We must remember that the Frankfurt School flourished many years ago, and despite its flaws,
Kellner (1995) concludes, “Afthough the Frankfurt School approach is partial and one-sided, it does pro-
vide tools to criticize the ideclogical and debased forms of media culture and the ways that it reinforces
ideologies which tegitimate forms of oppression” (p. 30}.

For Marx (1964), history is based on unending class conflict—unending, that is, until the establish-
ment of a communist society, in which classes disappear and, with them, conflict.

The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles. Freeman and slave,
patrician and plebeian, lord and serf, guild-master and journeyman, in a word oppressor and
oppressed, stood in constant opposition to one another, carried on an uninterrupted, now
hidden, now open fight, afight that each time ended either in a revolutionary recenstitution of
society at large, or in the common ruin of the contending classes. (p. 200)

The two classes that Marx talks about are the bourgeoisie, who own the factories and corporations and
form the ruling class, and the proletariat, the huge mass of workers exploited by this ruling class whose
condition becomes increasingly more desperate.

The bourgeoisie, according to this theory, avert ciass conflict by indoctrinating the proletariat with
ruling-class ideas, such as the notion of the "self-made man” and the idea that the social and economic
arrangements in a given society are natural and not historical. If social arrangements are natural, they
cannot be modified; thus one must accept a given order as inevitable. Marxists argue that the social and
economic arrangements found in a given society at a given time are historical--created by people and
therefore capable of being changed by people. The bourgeoisie try to convince everyone that capital-
ism is natural and therefore eternal, but this idea, say the Marxists, is patently faise, and it is the duty of
Marxist analysts to demonstrate this.

One of the approaches the ruling class uses to avert conflict is to convince people there are no classes
in a given society or that class {s somehow incidental and irrelevant. Thus in the United States we have
the myth of a “classless” society because we have not had a hereditary aristocracy and because members
of the upper class tend to be friendly in social encounters. The president of a major corporation rxight
call the doorman or janitor by his first name, but this, to the Marxists, is a means of camouflaging real
social relations—although the United States, with its large middle class, does present special problems to
Marxist analysts. as the likelihood of a revolution seems rather distant.

Nevertheless, the mass media still perform their job of distracting people from the realities of U.S.
soctety (poverty, racism, sexism, and so on) and of “clouding their minds” with ideas the ruling class
wishes thern to have. in some cases, the media offer heroes who reflect the bourgeois, ruling-class line
and who reinforce and indoctrinate the masses who foliow their activities in books, television programs,
films, and so on. Generally speaking, the media serve either to mask class differences or to act as apolo-
gists for the ruling ctass in an effort to avert class conflict and prevent changes in the potlitical order.

But the fact remains that for Marxises, classes exist, and members of opposing classes are locked
into hostile and mutually destructive refationships. As Marx (1964) has written, “Society as a whole is



CHAPTER 2 Marxist Analysis 49

more and more splitting up into two great hostile camps, into two great
classes directly facing each other—hourgeoisie and proletariat” (p. 201).
The resolution of this dialectic is, for Marxists, inevitable, even though the
media controlled by the ruling class or bourgeoisie may temporarily pre-
veni members of the proletariat from attaining true consciousness of their
situation.

Henri Lefebvre (1968/1984), a French Marxist, has taken the concept
of class conflict and manipulation and developed it into the notion that
people in capitatist societies are living in a state of “terror.” He explains
this notion as follows. First, any society with radical class differences, with
a small privileged class at the top and a mass of people living in poverty,
has to be maintained through compuision and persuasion. Second, such
a class-stratified society is bound to become overly repressive and must
develop sophisticated ways of masking repression and making unsuspect-
ing individuals the instruments of their own repression and the repression HEV(Z; L EFEHYAF
of others. Finally, we arrive at the “terrorist” society, in which

compulsion and the iflusion of freedom converge; unacknowledged compuisions besiege the lives
of communities (and of their individual members) and organize them according to a general strat-
egy. ... Inaterrorist society terror is diffuse, violence is always latent, pressure is exerted from
all sides on #ts merabers, who can only avoid it and shift its weight by a super-human effort; each
member is a terrorist because he wants to be in power {if only briefly). . . . {T]he "system” ... hasa
hold on every member separately and submits every member to the whole, that is, to a stratedy, a
hidden end, objectives unknown to all but those in power, and that no one questions. (p. 147)

This notion that people in capitalist societies are living in a state of terror may seem extreme at first but
could help to explain why many Americans feel pressured and anxious about their lives and prospects
for the future.

Lefebvre first wrote the book [rom which [ quoted in 1968, when
Marxism seemed to have answers for people and when the critiques it
made of bourgeois societies seemed terribly telling. Marxists spoke from a
sense of moral superiority when they criticized class-ridden capitalist soci-
eties, full of exploited workers and impoverished people.

The events that took place in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union in the
1990s showed that the Marxist-Leninist governments in these states only
pretended to rule in the people’s interest. They were class-ridden and cor-
rupt, and grossly inefficient as well. The rapid decline of communismasa
viable form of government has cast a dark shadow on Lefebvre’s criticisms
of capitalist societies. In reality, it could be argued that it was the communist
societies that were terrorist, both overtly (in their use of military power and
the secret police) and in terms of their impact on the psyches of their citizens.

And yet it strikes me that Lefebvre’s argument has some merit and
that his notion that people in bourgeois capitalist societies live in a state
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of psychological terror has some currency. In our everyday lives, we are under constant “attack” (by
print advertisements, radio and television commercials, and programs carried by the mass media) even
though we may not recognize that we are being besieged or may not be able to articulate our feelings.
{Theterrors raised by these attacks may include growing old in a youth-crazed culture, being fatin a thin-
crazed culture, being poor in a wealth-obsessed culture, being a person of color in a white-dominated
culture, being a worman in a mate-dominated culture, always being told or shown that we are suffering
from deprivation, whether relative or absolute, and so on, endlessly.)

Whether these pressures we feel (if you don’t want to use the word ferror) are primarily the result
of living in complex, modern, urban societies or of our specific social, economic, and political arrange-
ments is a question yet to be answered. For Lefebvre, the answer is clear.

ALIENATION

The term alienation suggests separation and distance; it contains within it the word alien, a stranger
in a society who has no connections with others, no ties, rio “liens” of any sort. This notion is of
central importance to an understanding of Marxism, which derives alienation from the capitalist
econoemic system. Capitalism may be able to produce goods and materialist abundance for large
numbers of people (aithough, ultimarely, at the expense of others), but it necessarily generates
alienation, and all classes suffer from this, whether they recognize it or not.

There is a link between alienation and consciousness. People who live in a state of alienation (or con-
ditton of alienation) suffer from “false consciotisness"—a consciousness that takes the form of the ideol-
ogy that dominates their thinking. But in addition to this false consciousness, alienation may be said to
be unconscious, in that people do not recognize that they are, in fact, alienated. One reason for this may
be that alienation is so pervasive that it is invisible and hard to take hold of.

For Fromm and for many other interpreters of Marx, alienation is the core of Marx’s theory. As Froram
(1962) has noted,

The concept of alienation has become increasingly the focus of the discussion of Marx's ideas
in England, France, Germany and the U.5.A. .. . The majority of those involved in this debate
... take a position that alienation and the task of avercoming it is the center of Marx’s social-
ist humanism and the aim of socialism; furthermore that there is a complete continuity
between the young and the mature Marx, in spite of changes in terminology and emphasis.
(pp. 43-44)

This is a debatable position, Fromm adds, Whatever the case, the concept of alienation is very useful to
analysts of popular culture.
The following quotation from Marx (1964} serves to illustrate his views on alienation:

In what does this alienation of labour consist? First, that the work is external to the worker,
that it is not a part of his nature, that consequently he dees not fulfill himself in his work but
denies himself, has a feeling of misery, not of wellbeing, does not develop freely a physical
and mental energy, but is physically exhausted and mentally debased. The worker therefore
feels himself at home only during his leisure, whereas at work he feels homeless. His work is
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not voluntary but imposed, forced labour. It is not the satisfaction of a need, but only a means
for satisfying other needs. Its alien character is clearly shown by the fact that as soon as there
is no physical or other compulsion it is avoided like the plague. Finally, the alienated character
of work for the worker appears in the fact that it is not his work but work for someone else,
that in work he does not belong to himselfbut to another person.

The alienation of the worker in his product means not only that his labour becomes an object,
takes on its own existence, but that it exists outside him, independently, and alien to him,
and that it stands opposed te him as an autonomous power. The fife which he has given to the
object sets itself against him as an alien and hostile force. (pp. 169170, italics in originai)

Thus people become separated or estranged from their work, from friends, from themselves, and from
life. A person’s work, which is central to identity and sense of self, becomes separated from him or her
and ends up as a destructive force. Workers experience themseives as objects, things acted on, and
not as subjects, active forces in the world. The things people produce become “commodities,” objects
separated, somehow, from the workers’ labor. As people become increasingly more alienated, they
become the prisoners of their alienated needs and end up, as Marx puts it, “the self-conscious and self-
acting commedity” (qtd. in Fromm, 1962, p. 51, italics in original).

In this situation the mass media play a cructal role. They provide momentary gratifications for the
alienated spirit, they distract the alienated individual from his or her misery (and from consciousness of
the objective facts of his or her situation), and, with the institution of advertising, they stimulate desire,
leading people to work harder and harder. There is a kind of vicious cycle here: If, as Marx argues, work
in capitalist societies alienates people, then the more people work, the more they become alienated. In
order to find some means of escaping their alienation (which they do not recognize as a condition, but
the symptoms of which they feel), they engage in various forms of consumption, afl of which cost money,
so that they are forced to work increasingly hard to escape from the effects of their work. Advertising has
replaced the Puritan ethic as the chief means of motivating Americans to work hard; thus advertising
must be seen as occupying a central role in advanced capitalist societies.

There is a debate among Marxist critics about the status of Franz Kafka, author of The Trial, The Castle,
and many other important works. Kafka’s writings, critics suggest, show characters struggling with vast,
anonymous bureaucracies and reflect the alienation so dominant in capitalist societies. The central
question many critics argue about is whether it was Kafka’s intent
to suggest that alienation is a universal condition {and not just tied to
capitalism).

Conservative Marxist critics attack Kalka for arguing that alien-
ation is an inevitable condition of human beings and not recognizing
that it could be overcome in socialist countries. Kafka did not under-
stand, these critics argue, that alienation is historical, not natural,
and he failed to suggest or to show in his stories how alienation
might be overcome--through the establishment of socialist societies
(i.e., classless ones ruled by communists). Liberal Marxist critics, in
contrast, assert that Kafka's work shows that alienation can persist
even in socialist countries {which are characterized by enormous

bureaucracies) and that it is valuable because it points that out.
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THE CONSUMER SOCIETY

Kafka’s stories make people aware of this alienation, and this ultimately suggests that changes should be
rnade and that alienation can be eradicated.

This critical debate, let me suggest, has been settled by history. Teday. very few people take seriously
the notion that only socialist realism is acceptable in art and literature, and socialist realist criticism has
all but disappeared.

Advertising, as I have suggested, is an essential institution in advanced capitalist sccieties because
it is necessary to motivate people to work hard so they can accumulaie money, which they can
then use to buy things. But in addition, people must be driven to consume, must be made crazy
fo consume, for it is consumpiion that maintains the economic system. Thus the alienation gen-
erated by a capitalist system is functional, for the anxieties and miseries generated by such a
system tend to be assuaged by impulsive consumption. As Marx has written about the effects of
capitalism,

Every man speculates upon creating a new need in another in order to force him to a new sac-
rifice, to place him in a new dependence, and to entice him into a new kind of pleasure and
thereby into economic ruin. Everyone tries to establish over others an alien power in order to
find there the satisfaction of his own egoistic need. (Qtd. in Fromm, 1962, p. 50, italicsin original) .

Advertising generates anxieties, creates dissatisfactions, and, in general, feeds on the alienation present
in capitalist societies to maintain the consumer culture.

There is nothing that advertising will not do, use, or co-opt to achieve its goals. If it has to debase
sexuality, co-opt the women's rights movement, merchandise cancer (via cigarettes), seduce children,
terrorize the masses, or employ any other tactics, it will. One thing that advertising does is divert people’s
artention frogn social and political concerns and steer that attention toward narcissistic and private con-
cerns, Through advertising, individua! self-gratification is developed
into an obsession, and thus alienation is strengthened and the sense
of community weakened.

Thus advertising is more than a merchandising tool; it takes
control of everyday life and dominates social relationships. At the
same tirne, advertising leads people to turn inward and to separate
themselves from one another. It also imposes on society a collective
form of taste. Advertising is a kind of popular art carried by the mass
media, an art form that persuades and convinces and thus has both
an immediate and a long-range mission. The immediate mission is
to sell goods, the long-range mission is to maintain the class system.
in order to sell goods, advértising has to change attitudes, lifestyles,
customs, habits, and preferences while at the same time maintain-

ing the economic system that benefits from these changes.
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Wolfgang Fritz Haug, a German Marxist, has developed a concept relevant to this discussion. Haug
suggests that those who control the industries in capitalist societies have learned to fuse sexuality
onto commodities and thus have gained greater control of that aspect of people’s lives that is of most
interest to the ruting classes—the purchasing of goods and services. In his book Critigue of Comimodity
Aesthetics: Appearance, Sexuality, and Advertising in Capitalist Society, Haug (1986) argues that the adver-
tising industry, the servant of capitalist interests, has learned how to motd and exploit human sexuality,
to alter human need and instinct structures. [n his postscript to the eighth German edition of the book,
he writes,

It would be particularly absurd in the case of commodity aesthetics to ignore the fact that its
current dominant form is the aesthetics of the monopoly-commodity, i.e., the form in which
iransnational enterprises in particular intervene directly in the collective imagination of cul-
tutes. (p. 11)

Thus this power to use the appearance of products as a means of stimularting desire for them (the
aestheticization of commodities) is now a worldwide phenomenon, and people in many countries
are affected by it as it “intervenes” in their cultures by capturing, so to speak, people’s imaginations.
Peopie have the illusion that they make their own decisions about what to purchase and what to do,
but, according to Haug, these decisions are made for them to a remarkable degree. Their acts turn
out to be almost automatic responses to “stimuli” generated by advertisers and the commodities
themselves.

On the cover of Critigue of Commodity Aesthetics is a remarkable photograph of pigeons in St. Mark’s
Square in Venice. The photo, taken from above, shows pigeons arranged so that they speil out Coca-Cola,
To get this effect, workers scattered birdseed to form the lettering, and the birds flocked to the seed. As
Haug explains,

The pigeons did not gather with the intention of forming the trademark but to satisfy their
hunger. But equally the seed was not scattered to feed the pigeons but to employ them on
its tracks as extras. The arrangement is totally alien and external to pigeons. While they are
consuming their feed, capital is subsuming, and consuming, them. This picture, a triumph of
capitalist advertising technique, symbolizes a fundamental aspect of capitalism. {p. 118)

This photograph is most instructive. We (human beings living in societies dominated by capitalism and
commodity aesthetics) are like the pigeons in the photograph; we fly to the things we want to consume
under the illusion we are making individual choices and decisions, whereas in reality we are being
motivated and manipulated by forces beyond our control. '

In a later book titled Commodity Aesthetics, Ideclogy, and Culture (1987), Haug modified his views
somewhat, arguing for a paradigm shift from what was essentially an economistic reading of Marx,
which derived ideology, everyday life, and mass culture fairly directly from economic conditions. Haug’s
new perspective focuses on the development of action “from below™ and the capacity people have to
resist domination and manipuiation in the spheres of culture and economics, which he now sees as sepa-
rate and distinct. :
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Nevertheless, the photograph of the pigeons strikes a chord. It shows how our actions can seem to be
motivated purely by personal desire and interest yet in reality be shaped and controlied by others, for
their cwn purposes. The maininstruments of this manipulation of people {as of the pigeons) are adver-
tising and the mass roedia, along with allied industries such as industrial design.

In his book The Mechanical Bride: Folklore of Industrial Man (1951/1967),
Marshall McLuhan analyzes advertisements (and comics) as cultural indi-
cators and offers a number of brilliant insights into what specific adverrise-
ments reveal about American culture. in a chapter titted “Love-Goddess
Assembly Line.” he compares Hollywood and advertising:

So Hellywood is like the ad agencies in constantly striving to
enter and controi the unconscious minds of a vast public, notin
order to understand it or to present these minds, as the serious
novelist does, but in order to exploit them for profit. ... The ad
agencies and Hollywood, in their different ways, are always try-
ing to get inside the public mind in order to impaose their collec-
tive dreams on that inner stage. (p. 97)

The irony is that we are all convinced of our freedom to make our own
choices, because we believe our minds are “inviolable,” when in fact our
choices have been imposed on us, in subtle ways, by the advertising industry. This illusion of autonomy
makes us all the more susceptible to manipulation and exploitation.
Advertising is part of what Enzenberger (1974) has called “the consciousness industry” or “the mind
industry” In a chapter titled “The Industrialization of the Mind,” he describes the uitimate selling job
done by advertising and the media:

The mind industry’s main business and concern is not to sefl
its product: it is to “sell” the existing order, to perpetuate the
prevailing pattern of man’s domination by man, no matter who
runs the society, and by what means. Its main task is to expand
and train cur consciousness—in order o exploitit. (p. 10)

Advertising can be seer as an industry that uses radical methods for
conservative reasons. There is, then, a special irony to the famous phrase
used in the advertising industry, "Let’s run it up the flagpole and see if
anyone salutes.” This is meant to be a testimony to advertising’s pragma-
tism and openness to new ideas. What people are “saluting” when they do
salute, however, is the oid order.

Inthe “So Neiman Marcus™ advertisement, we see a beautiful woman,
shown in profile, wearing what looks like gold jewelry, and a red dress.
She represents, for many women, an ideal they wish to emulate and can aspite to, and, as John Berger
explains, of whom women can be envious. Women, it is suggested, can transform themselves by
patronizing Neiman Marcus and purchasing David Yurman products.
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John Berger is an English Marxist who made a television series about advertising and consumer cul-
ture and also wrote an influential book. Ways of Seeing, based on the series. He offers an important
insight into the way advertising, which he calis publicity, works. He writes,

Publicity is not merely an assembly of competing messages: it is a language in itself, which is
always being used to make the same general proposal. Within publicity choices are offered. ..
but publicity as a system only makes a single proposal.

It proposes to each of us that we transform oursefves, or our lives, by buying something more.

This more, it proposes, will make us in some way richer—even though we will be poarer by
having spent our money.

Publicity persuades us of such a transformation by showing us people who have apparently
been transformed and are, as a result, enviable. The state of being envied is what constitutes
glamour. And publicity is the process of manufacturing glamour. . . . Publicity is never a cel-
ebration of pleasure-in-itself. Publicity is always about the future buyer. it offers him an image
of himself made glamourous by the product or opportunity it is trying to sell. The image then
makes him envious of himself as he might be. Yet what makes the seif-which-he-might-be
enviabie? The envy of others. Publicity is about social relations, notobjects. (1972, p. 131)

Berger’s notion that advertising focuses on envy and the motivation to purchase the right product or
service explains a great deal about how advertising works. We must recognize that, ultimately, it is the
sign value of the things we buy that is crucial—not their supposed functions.

JOHN BERGER ON ADVERTISING

BOURGEQIS HEROES

A great deal of media analysis involves heroic figures—men, women, animals, robots—who have
a number of different functions in fiims, television series, comic books, commercials, and other
dramatic forms. For some people, heroes and heroines—and | am using these termsin the sense
of characters who are important to dramas and other public art forms (so that villains must also be
considered)—reflect their ages and societies. For others, heroes shape their ages and help trans-
form their societies. [n addition, heroes offer people models to imitate and thus help them attain
identities. At times these models are deviant, so some heroes and heroines disturb whatever equi-
librium society has abtained.

For Marxists, bourgeois heroes and heroines function to maintain the status quo by “peddling”
capitalist ideology in disguised form and by helping keep consumer lust at a high pitch. One of the ideas
bourgeois heroes sell is that of individualism, a value that takes many forrs (the self-made man, the
American dream, the “me generation,” and so on) but is always connected to alienation, although few
people see the connection. One of the early English Marxists, Chrisiophe} Caudwell. discusses heroes in
his book Studies and Further Studies in a Dying Culture (1971). In his chapter on T. E. Lawrence he writes,
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IFany culture produced heroes, it should surely be bourgeois culture. For the hero is an outstand-
ing individual and bourgeoisdom is the creed of individualism, . . . Indeed, bourgeois history, for
bourgeois schools, is simply the struggles of heroes with their antagonists and difficulties. (p. 21)

This view of heroism, according to Caudwell, is naive, because it does not recognize that heroes are
connecied, intimately, to their societies and social and econemic phenomena. He continues:

What is it that constitutes heroism? Personality? No; men with the flattest and simplest per-
sonalities have become heroes. Is it courage? A man can do no more than risk and perhaps
lose his life, and miltions did that in the Great War. Is it success—the utilization of events to
fulfill a purpose, something brilliant and dazzling in the execution, a kind of luring and forc-
ing Fortune to obey one, as with that type of all heroes, Julius Caesar? (p. 21)

None of these factors is adequate for heroism, as Caudwell sees it, for heroism is independent of
people’s motives and is based on the social significance of people’s acts. The herces we tend to celebrate
are what Caudwell calls “chariatans.” who, he suggests, may have power over men but not aver mat-
ter. Charlatans lack a societal reference and exist as alienated and alienating curjosities, “Society,” Marx
{1964) has noted, "is not merely an aggregate of individuals; it is the sum of the relations in which these
individuals stand to one another” (p. 96). Thus the hero, for the Marxist, is the man or woman who under-
stands this and who fights for a new social order—one in which the bourgeois values of individualism,
consumer lust, and upper-ciass domination are smashed.

HEGEMONY

Raymond Williams (1977) has described the development of the concept of hegemony as “one of the
major turning points in Marxist cultural theory” (p. 108}, [n common usage, hegemony means domi-
nation or rule by one state or nation over another. Marxists use the term in a different manner: Rule is

Ry mod © it ipms

based on overt power and, attimes, on coercion, but hegemony is subtler
and more pervasive. As Williams explains, rule is political and, in criti-
cal times, is based on coercion or force. Hegemony, on the other hand,
is a complicated intermeshing of political, social, and cultural forces.
Hegemony transcends (but also includes) two other concepts: culture,
which is how we shape our lives, and ideology, which, from a Marxist
perspective, expresses and is a projection of specific class inferests.

Hegemony transcends culture as a concept because culture can be
seen as being tied to “specific distributions of power and influence,” oz the
mode of production and relations that stem from it, And hegemony tran-
scends ideology as a concept because ideology is limited to systematized
and formalized meanings that are more or less conscious, [deology may
be masked and camouflaged in films and television programs and other
works carried by mass media, but the discerning Marxist can elicit these
ideologies and point them out,
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This is valuable, but only to a point, because ideological analysis does not cover enough territory and
does not lead tc the kind of profound analysis that hegemoenic analysis makes possible. Willlams (1977)
explains this as follows, saying about hegemony,

Itis distinct in its refusal to equate consciousness with the articulate formal systerm which
can be and ordinarily is abstracted as “ideology.” It of course does not exclude the articulate
and formal meanings, values and beliefs which a dominant class develops and propagates.
But it does not equate these with consciousness, or rather it does not reduce consciousness to
them. Instead it sees the relations of dominance and subordination, in their forms as practical
consciousness, as in effect a saturation of the whole process of living—not onfy of political
and economic activity, nor only of manifest social activity, but of the whele substance of lived
identities and relationships, to such a depth that the pressures and limits of what can ulti-
mately be seen as a specific economic, political and cultural system seem to most of us the
pressures and Hmits of simple experience and common sense. Hegemony is then not only the
articulate upper level of “ideciogy,” nor are its forms of control only those ordinarily seen as
“manipulation” or “indoctrination.” It is a whole body of practices and expectations, over the
whole of living: our senses, our assignments of energy, our shaping perceptions of ourselves
and our world. Itis a lived system of meanings and values-—constitutive and constituting—
which as they are experienced as practices appear as reciprocally cornfirming. It thus con-
stitutes a sense of reality for most people in the society, a sense of the absolute because of an
experienced reality beyond which it is very difficuit for most members of the society to move,
inmost areas of their lives. (pp. 109-110)

Hegemony thus is what might be described as “that which goes without saying,” or the givens or
commeonsense realities of the world, which, it turns out, serve an ultimate purpose—that of maintaining
the dominance of the ruling class.

The works carried by the mass media can be seen, then, not merely as carriers of ideology that
manipulate and indoctrinate people with certain views. The media, as unwitting instruments of hege-
monic domination, have a much broader and deeper influence—they shape people’s very ideas of them-
selves and the world; they shape people’s worldviews.

Thus when we use the concept of hegemony we must look very deeply into the work we are analyz-
ing and elicit from it not only its ideological content but also its even more fundamental (and perhaps
more insidicus) ethnological, woridview-generating content. We might think of hegemonic analysis
as analogous to the work psycheoanalysts do when they probe beneath symptoms to underlying root
causes in the personality structure of patients. Williams says that hegemonic analysis is “cultural” but
in a special sense, in that it connects culture to the patterns of subordination and domination in a given
society. '

Let me offer another analogy that might be useful here. The concept of hegemony is similar to that of
a paradigm, as used by philosophers of science. The term paradigm refers to an entire system of thought
that characterizes a historical period and plays a major role in shaping the kind of science found in an
era. Paradigm shifts occur in science every hundred years or so (or perhaps even less often), and with
each paradigm shift, scientists see the world in new ways and work accordingly. Table 2.1 provides a
comparison of paradigm and hegemony.
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Comparison of Paradigm and Hegemony

Paradigm  { Hegemiony
Theory ideology
Law Popular arts
Science Media anaiysis

With both a paradigm and hegemony, the ultimate determinant of thought and behavior is not recog-
nized, because it is all-pervasive and Fundamental. And just as the theory “explains” the law (or the event
in nature that can be explained by law), so the paradigm encompasses all the theories held, Likewise, the
concept of hegemony encompasses all that exists in a society—ideological noticns, works of popular art
carried by the media, and so forth. And this makes the analysis of media difficult, because it is hard to
put your finger on all the things you take for granted and assume are simply part of reality. We are, all too
often, captives of the categories of bourgeois thought—the very thought we hope to expose as the instru-
ment of our own domination.

THE PROBLEM OF MEDIA CONSOLIDATION
One of the topics of most concern to Marxist critics of the media (and many non-Marxist critics as
well) is the increasing global conselidation of the media. If the media have the ability to shape the
consciousness of large numbers of people—and media organizations claim they have that power
when they sell advertising space or time—then the fact that a relatively small number of people
control the media (and thus have enormous power)} is alarming,

As Ben Bagdikian, who was for many years dean of the School of Journalism at the University of
California, Berkeley, noted in a 1987 article,

In 1982, when 1 completed research for my book [The Media Monopoly], 50 corporations con-
trolled half or more of the media business. By December 1986, when I finished revision for a
second edition, the 50 had shrunk to 29. The last time I counted, it was dowrn to 26.

Currently, something like half a dozen giant corporations dominate the media all over the world. Table
2.2 shows the top 10 media companies in the United States by sales for 2011. These giant organizations
further consolidate their power through alliances with other media corporations.

Media giants such as those listed in Table 2.2 are concerned primarity not with the public interest
but with profits. They also often have political agendas, such as favoring the election of politicians who
will be friendty to them and pass laws favorable to their interests. Thus, for example, the major media
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= Top 10 U.S. Media Companies by Sales, 2011

Ra Revenue in Bili
1 GE $151,628
2 Apple $65,225
3 Walt Disney $38,063
4 Comcast $37,937
5 Amazon $34,304
6 News Corp. $32,778
7 Google $29,321
8 Time Warner 518,868
9 CBS $14,059
10 Viacom $13,497

Source: waw.businessinsider.com/top- 18-richest-media-companies-in-america-201 1-5%0p=1

corporations favored a recent change in Federal Commmunications Commission policy that made it possi-
ble for them to purchase television stations in certain markets where they already owned media outlets,
making it pessible for them to consolidate their power further.

Our media are now dominated by a small number of giant corporations. In recent years, with
the development of Facebock, Twitter, and cther social media, the situation has changed. and new
technological developments are threatening the power of the television, music, newspaper, maga-
zine, and publishing industries, as well as many other non-Internet mass media. Corporations such
as Apple and Google and newer entities like Facebook and Twitter are now major players in the media
world.

THE DANGER OF BEING DOCTRINAIRE

Marxism in general, and Marxist media analysis in particular, has a great deal of appeal. especially
to people with a strong sense of social justice and a desire for a more egalitarian, humane world.
Despite the awesome complexity that often characterizes Marxist thought, for Marxists, the world
is basically divided into two camps: the bourgeoisie, who own the instruments of production and
are ultimately responsible for alienation and a host of other ills from which all of society suffers,
and the proletariat and their allies, who want to save themselves and society. This is a great over-
simplification, of course, but it also has a grain of truth, and in any fight between “good guys” and
“bad guys,” it is only natural to root for the good guys. !
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9.1,

In its best form, Marxism is a humanistic system of thought that seeks to make it possible for all
people to lead productive, useful lives. However, Marxism also is an ideology that explains everything
{or nearly everything) in the world on the basis of certain axioms or beliefs from which everything else
follows. And that is its danger.

The danger for Marxist media analysts is that they know the answers before they ask the questions.
That is, Marxists are also prisoners of the categories of their thought, and the questions they ask of a
work of popular art carried by the media are often rather limited. Like the proverbial Frenchman {or
Freudian) who sees sex in everything. the Marxist media analyst tends to see alienation, manipula-
tion, and ideological exploitation in ail of the public arts and tends to treat art of alt kinds primarily
in terms of its ideological content. Such analysis is terribly limiting, and it cannot do justice to most
works of art.

Thus for the Marxist analyst there is a terrible danger of being doctrinaire, of seeing works of popular
culture {or anything else) only in terms of Marxist concepts and notions. This is not to say that there is
no ideological dimension to much or most (or all, many Marxists would argue) of the material produced
for the mass media—there is, and media analysts must be mindfui of it. But analysts must not neglect
other aspects of these works—their psychological, moral, and aesthetic components, for example—and
should not attempt to fit the material carried by the media into a Procrustean bed of Marxist notions.

There is also, of course, the possibility that Marx was wrong and that his notions about the economic
system’s relation to culture are not correct or are too simplistic to be worth much. There is something
destructive about a great deai of utopian idealism, and Marx's fantasies of a communist society may ulti-
mately do a great deal of damage to people who do not recognize that the best is often the enemy of the
good. Marx (1964) has written,

For as soon as the division of labor begins, each man has a particular, exclusive sphere of activ-
ity, which is forced upon him and from which he cannot escape. He is a hunter, a fisherman,
ashepherd, or a critic, and must remain so if he does not want to lose his means of livelihood;
whereas in communist society, where nobody has one exclusive sphere of activity, but each
can become accomplished in any branch he wishes, production as a whole is regulated by soci-
ety, thus roaking it possible for me to do one thing today and another tomorrow, to huntin the
morning, fishin the afternoon, rear cattle in the evening, criticize after dinner, in accordance
with my inclination, without ever becoming
hunter, fisherman, shepherd or critic. (p. 97}

In the name of achieving this kind of society,
however, most of the allegediy socialist Marxist
states sel up repressive societies in which the
media were used for manipulation to a much
greater degree than in Western bourgeois
societies. If Marxist media analysts are to be taken
seriously as they point out the ways in which soap
operas indoctrinate people into bourgeois values
and mystify alienated housewives, this is an irony
they must explain.

N\
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GRID-GROUP ANALYSIS

Aaron Wildavsky, who taught political science at the University of California in Berkeley for many
years, offers us an introduction to grid-group analysis. As he wrote in an unpublished manuscript,
“Conditions for a Pluralist Demaocracy, or Cultural Pluralism Means More Than One Political Culture
ina Country” (1982},

What matters to people is how they should live with other people. The great questions of social life
are “Who am 17" (To what kind of a group do I'belong?) and “What should  do?” (Are there many or
few prescriptionsTam expected to obey?). Groups are strong or weak according o whether they
have boundaries separating them from others. Decisions are taken either for the group as awhole
(strong boundaries) or for individuals or families (weak boundaries). Prescriptions are few or many
indicating the individual internalizes a large or a small number of behavioral norms to which he
or she is bound. By combining boundaries with prescriptions . . . the mast general answers to the
questions of social life can be combined to form four different political cuitures. (p. 7)

in Table 2.3,  show how these two dimensions, grid and group, lead to four different political cultures
or lifestyles, depending on the strength or weakness of the group boundaries and number of rules and
prescriptions.

Different theorists have given these lifestyles different names, but the names all suggest what it is that
characterizes the political culture or lifestyle. Michael Thompson, Richard Ellis, and Aaron Wildavsky's
Cultural Theory (1999) discusses the ways in which political cultures are formed. In the book they discuss
the ideas of Mary Douglas, a British social anthropologist, who was most responsible for developing grid-
group theory. Thompson and his colleagues discuss the main points Douglas makes in her presentation
of this theory:

She argues that the variability of an individual’s involvement in social life can be ade-
quately captured by two dimensions of sociality: group and grid. Group refers to the extent
to which an individual is incorporated into bounded units. The greater the incorporation,
the more individual choice is subject to group determination, Grid denotes the degree to
which an individual’s life is circumscribed by externally imposed prescriptions. The more
binding and extensive the scope of the prescriptions, the less of life that is open to indi-
vidual negotiation. {p. 5)

Thompson and his colleagues describe how this grid-group typology generates four political cultures
or ways of life, what Douglas calis “lifestyles™ '

Strong group boundaries coupled with minimal prescriptions produce social relations that
are egalitarian. . .. When an individual's social environment is characterized by strong
group boundaries and binding prescriptions, the resulting social relations are hierarchical.
... Individuals who are bound by neither group incorporation ndr prescribed roles inhabit
anindividualistic social context. Insuch an environment alt boundaries are provisionat and
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subject to negotiation. . . . People who find thernselves subiect to binding prescriptions and
are excluded from group membership exemplify the fatalistic way of life. Fatalists are con-
trolled from without. (pp. 6-7)

Each of these different ways of life is in conflict with the others, yet they all need one another.
Hierarchical elitists believe in stratification and in the responsibility of those at the top to look after
those below them. Individualists are interested primarily in themselves and want the freedom to
compete fairly and be protected by the dovernment. Egalitarians stress thai people are equal in terms
of their needs and that differences between people are social and not natural and should be played
down. Fatalists believe in luck and opt out of the political system. Al! four groups are locked into
complemeniary relationships, and all are necessary for the political order.

If we take the two dimensions—group boundaries (weak or strong) and grid aspects (few or many
rules and prescriptions)—we can see in Table 2.3 how they generate the four ways of life or political
cultures.

Four Lifestyles According to Grid-Group Theory

Hierarchical elitist Strong Numerous and varied

Egalitarian Strong Few
Competitive individualist Weak ' Few

Fatalist Weak Numerous and varied
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As Thompson et al. (1990) note, social scientists are always looking for latent or hidden aspects of
social phenomena. The authors use this insight to offer a comment on the Marxist view of societies:

Things are never as they seem in class societies, Marx tells us, because expleitation must be
disguised for the social order to be sustained. Since rulers do not like to think of themselves as
exploiters, benefiting unjustly from the labor of others, and the exploited must be kept ignorant
of their subjection lest they revolt, the truth must be kept from both rulers and ruled alike. {p. 149)

Marx, they argue, ties mystification to the capitalist economic system, whereas Thompson et al, suggest
that mystification pervades every aspect and all ways of life, and it is the task of the social scientist to
explore and explain this mystification. We can see that egalitarians are similar to Marxists in stressing
that everyone should be treated the same way and have the same needs. But what Marx didn’t recognize,
Thompson et al. assert, is that egalitarianism can function as a useful critique of social refationships and
arrangements onfy when it is out of power. If Marx had analyzed egalitarian political cultures as well
as hierarchist and fatalist ones (read here as “bourgeois” and “proletarian”}, these authors suggest, he
would have developed different theories about sociopelitical institutions and the need for revolution.
Grid-group theory has direct applications to the media. Our media preferences are shaped, in good
measure, by two things: a desire for the reinforcement of our basic values and beliefs by watching televi-
sion programs, going to [ilms, and reading books that support them and, second, a desire to avoid cogni-
tive dissonance by not going to films or watching television shows that challenge our belief systems, Let
me suggest, then, that the four political cultures and tifestyles shape our media choices, though we gen-
erally are not conscious of this, and we can use the four political cultures or lifestyles to figure ot what
mermnbers of each of these groups, if they were consistent and logical, would prefer. You can use grid-
group theory and apply it to the media in the game “Playing Aaron Wildavsky,” found in the appendix.

Whether Marxism is the best—or even a credible—philosophy as a basis for analyzing and criti-
cizing culture and the mass media continues to be debated. Ironically, it may be that the United
States wili turn out to be one of the few places where Marxism is taken seriously. More precisely, it is
only in some departments in some American universities that Marxist theories—especially as they
relate to the media and other sociocultural phenomena—have many adherents.

In the postmodern world there is some question about whether any logically coherent philosophy,
such as Marxism, is widely accepted anymore. Jean-Frangois Lyotard, a French scholar, offers one of
the most widely quoted definitions of postmodern in his book The Postmodern Condition: A Report on
Knowledge (1984):

Simplifying to the extreme, 1 define postmodern as incredulity toward metanarratives. . .. To
the obsolescence of the metanarrative apparatus of legitimation corresponds, most notably,
the crisis of metaphysical philosophy and of the university institution which in the past relied
onit, {p. xxiv)

MARXIST CRITICISM IN THE POSTMODERN WORLD
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Lyotard sudgests that most pecple no longer accept the old
overarching philosophical systems and metanarratives
that helped individuals make sense of the world. These
metanarratives, which were found in religions and political
ideologies, no longer dominate our thinking. What we have now,
Lyotard asserts, are competing narratives and ways of making
sense of the world, and this hasled to what might be called a crisis
of legitimation. That is, it's hard to know what’s right and what's
wrong. To push matters to an extreme, postmodernist theorists
assert that nobody knows what to believe, and many of these
theorists argue further that it doesn’t make any difference: It
really doesn't matter what a person believes.

Postmodernism, whatever it may be (and there are many
debates about that matter), is generally hetd to have replaced
modernism around 1960, when there was a major cultural shift
and the values and beliefs that characterized modernism—a
belief in metanarratives, in rationality, in grand theories—sud-
denly were rejected. Let me suggest some of the differences

L e —rﬁ(a.:o between postmodernism and modernism. 1If modernism
involves differentiation between the elite arts and popular cul-
ture, postmodernism breaks down the barriers between them

and revels joyfully in mass culture. Modernism involves a "high seriousness” toward life while post-
modernism involves an element of game playing and an ironic stance as well as a kind of playfulness.
People in postmodernist societies “play” with their identities and change them when they feel bored
with their old ones.

Modernism involves siylistic purity, as found in modernist architecture, with its slabs of steel, con-
crete, and giass, while postmodernism involves stylistic eclecticism and variety in architecture. In
postmodernism, the pastiche is the dominant art form. Modernists believe we can know reality while
postmodernists suggest that we are all confounded by iilusions and hyperreality. Postmodernism is the
realm of consumer culture, in contrast to what we might describe as a production culture of modern-
ism. The great heroes of modernism are businessmen and statesmen while the heroes of postmodernism
tend to be ceiebrities and entertainment figures, whose tastes and consumption habits are held up as
models. Tt is because postmodernist thought has had such an impact on our lives that we are so inter-
ested init.

Fredric Jameson, one of the mast important theorists of postmodernism, describes in his book
Postmodernism. or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (1991) media and pop culture as they relate to
postmodernism. He offers the following description of postmodern pop culture;

This whole “degraded” landscape of schiock and kitsch, of TV series and Reader’s Digest
culture, of advertising and motels. of the late show and grade-B Hollywood fitms, of so-
called paraliterature, with its airport paperback categories of the gothic and the romance,
the poputar biography, the murder mystery, and even the science fiction or fantasy novel.
(pp. 2-3)
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Jameson, I should add, argues that postmoedernism is just another name of & new form of capitalism and
is tied intimately to consumer culture.

Ultimatety, each of us has to decide whether Marxism stiil makes sense as a basis on which to analyze
the mass media. If analysts find the concepts of Marxism usefui and believe they explain things better than
other perspectives, or offer useful insights, they should use them. If not, they appreach media analysis from
another viewpeint. Philosophies don't really die—they are abandoned when people turn their attention
elsewhere. Whether Marxism will ultimately be dumped on the ash heap of history remains to be seen.

STUDY QUESTIONS AND TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION

What is meant by dialectical materialism?
Explain how the base relates to the superstructure.
What errors do “vulgar Marxists” make?
What is an ideclogy? How are ideoclogies related to false consciousness?
Why are the ideas of the ruling class the ideas of the masses?
How do all of the topics raised in questions { through 5 relate to the matter of class conflict?
To alienation? To consumer lust?
7. What are the basic attributes of bourgeois heroes and heroines? How do these heroces difter
from Marxist ones?
When Marxists do cultural analysis, what topics do they address?
9. What has been said about advertising in this chapter?
10. What are some of the problems associated with Marxist analysis?
11. Towhich of the four lifestyles do you belong? How has this lifestyle affected your consump-
tien choices, your taste in media, and other choices you have made?
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Sigmund Freud

Psychoanalysis is a therapeutic technique, but it is also a form of inquiry applied to many areas—politics,
anthropology, and literary criticism, to name a few. The results psychoanalytic inquiry yields are interest-
ing but also generally controversial. This chapter explores the most significant aspects of psychoanalytic
theory and shows how the principles of psychoanalytic thought car: be used to explain the hidden signifi-
cance of cigarette lighters and Hamlet, among other things.



CHAPTER 3

Psychoanalytic Criticism

THE UNCONSCIOUS

Psychoanalytic criticism is a form of applied psychoanalysis, a science concerned with the inter-
action between conscious and unconscious processes and with the laws of mental functioning. It
should not be confused with psychotherapy, which is concerned with treating mental iflness and
behavioral problems, although many psychotherapists use analysis in their work. Rather, psycho-
analytic criticism is one of many forms of study that use psychoanalytic concepts to understand
subjects. Thus there are psychoanalytically inclined sociologists, anthropoelogists, and political
scientists, as well as critics, and all of them use concepts and insights from psychoanalytic theory in
their work.

Freud did not discover the unconscious; Plato, Nietzsche, Bergson, and many others discussed it
before Freud. However, Freud developed the concept most thoroughly, and it is with Freud that all neo-
Freudians, posi-Freudians, anti-Freudians, and non-Freudians must come o grips. He was a seminal
thinker of incredible power and scope, and his ideas and insights have fueled the work of generations of
scholars in numerous fields. What 1 offer in this section is not a full-scale explication of Freudian thought
but a selection of some of Freud's most important concepts—concepts that can be applied to the media
to help clarify how the media work and affect us, Freud was most interested in helping people, but in the
course of his amazing career he wrote on many other subjects, such as folklore, humort, and theater—
pointing the way toward the development of psychoanalytic criticism.

One of the keystones in psychoanalytic theory is the concept of the uncenscious. As Freud writes in
his essay “Psychoanalysis” in Character and Culture (1963),

It was a triumph for the interpretative art of psychoanalysis when it succeeded in demon-
strating that certain corrimon mental acts of normal people, for which no one had hitherto
attempted to put forward a psychological explanation, were to be regarded in the same light
as the symptoms of neurotics: that is to say they had a meaning, which was unknown to
the subject but which could easily be discovered by analytic means. . .. A class of material
was brought to light which is calculated better than any other to stimulate a belief in the
existence of unconscious mental acts even in people to whom the hypothesis of something
at once mental and unconscious seems strange and even absurd. (pp. 235-236, italics in
original}

62
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We are not, then, aware of everything going on in our minds. in fact, only a small portion of our mental
lives is accessible to us.

2SO

gt

It has frequently been suggested that an

individual’s mental life can be represented

CouSc 4§ by an iceberg. The tip of the iceberg, that part

seen above the water, is what the person is con-

scious of. The remainder of the iceberg, by far

the greater part of it, lies hidden beneath the

~ water. Although it is not seen, it is still there.

A “What is in your mind.” Freud (1963) notes, “is

not identical with what you are conscious of;

whether something is going on in your mind

} and whether you hear of it, are two different
things™ (p. 189).

This means we are not in comptete control of
ourselves all the time, we are affected by events and circumstances in ways we cannot fathom, and we
do things for reasons we do not understand or will not admit to ourselves. [n short, we are not completely
rational creatures whao act only on the basis of logic and ingelligence but instead are vulnerable to emo-
tional and other kinds of nonrational or irrational appeals.

But why, you may ask, don't we become conscious of all thatis going on in our minds? Why dees all
this material elude us? Why do our minds play such tricks or: us? Freud offers an explanation that is
both obvious {(once it is pointed out) and ingenicus: We repress this material because we do not want,
for a variety of reasons, to become conscious of it. It would cause us pain or guilt or some other unpleas-
ant feeling. Thus we create a barrier between our consciousness and our unconscious and do not aliow
repressed material to pass through that barrier.

Ernest Dichter is one of the founding fathers of the field known as motivation research. The goal of
motivation research is to discover the unconscious or, it is assumed, the real reasons people do things, so
that organizations, manufacturers, and so on can better shape people’s behavior—that is, get them to buy
particular products or do whatever else is asked of them. In his book The Strategy of Desire (1960), Dichter
writes,

Svbcenteiouf
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Whatever your attitude toward modern psychology or psychoanalysis, it has been proved
beyond any doubt that many of our daily decisions are governed by motivations over which
we have no control and of which we are often quite unaware. (p. 12)

Dichter and other motivation researchers, then, mine the unconscious and put it to work, 50 to
speak.

Dichter (1964} offers an example of the way in which unconscious desires and forces operate ina
discussion of cigarette lighters:

The reliabiliry of a lighter is important because it is integrally connected with the basic [read
“unconscious”] reason for using alighter. (p. 341)
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Let me interrupt here to ask what you think this “basic reason” might be. The answer most people would
give is. “That’s obvious—to fight cigarettes.” But that is the conscious, or “manifest,” reason. The basic, or
“real,” reason and the “latent” and unconscious reason are sometimes not the same.

Let us return to Dichter, who tells us why people use lighters:

The basic reason for using a lighter [is] . . . the desire for mastery and power. The capacity
to summon fire inevitably gives every human being, chiid or grownup, a sense of power.
Reasons go far back into man’'s history. Fire and the ability to command it are prized because
they are associated not only with warmth, but also with life itself. As attested to by the Greek
legend of Prometheus and many other myths, the ability to control fire is an age-old symbol
of man’'s conguest of the physical world he inhabits.

A cigarette lighter provides conspicuous evidence of this ability to summon fire. The ease and
speed with which the lighter works enhances the feeling of power. The failure of a lighter to
work does not just create superficial social embarrassment, it frustrates a deep-seated desire
for a feeling of mastery and control. (p. 341}

Thus cigarette lighters are important to people because lighters fulfill powerful but unconscious needs
and desires. The same can be said of many of the films we see, television programs we watch, novels we
read, and other art forms we find so necessary to our lives. All of these things feed our unconscious lives,
our psyches, in ways that few people understand.

But the need for mastery and power is only part of the story, for at a deeper level there is something
else connected with the humble cigarette lighter. Dichter (1964) explains:

Research evidence suggests that at a still deeper level the need for certainty that a cigarette
lighter will work rmatters as much as it does because it is also bound up with the idea of sexual
potency. The working of the lighter becomes a kind of symbol of the flame which must be lit
in consummating sexual union. (p. 341)

This leads us to our nextimportant subject—sexuality. Many people are
aware that Freud was interested in sexuality, but they may know little more
than that. And often the little knowledge they have of Freud's views is sim-
plistic, which leads to absurd misconceptions.

This advertisement for Cabanaca Cachaca liquer is one of a series
made by the company that makes a connection between the liquor and
sexuality. The company has been criticized by some scholars for exploit-
ing fermale sexuality in its advertisements, all of which have a powerful
erotic component to them. The bottle and the woman combine to gener-
ate a sexually exciting image. The image of the woman in the advertise-
ment is very striking and her pose is very suggestive. The photographs in
the series are ail very beautiful, but the way women are portrayed, many
critics suggest, gives women unreal notions of what it is to be a woman!
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SEXUALITY

It was his work on sexuality that generated a great deal of criticism of Freud. 1 believe, however, that
much of this hostility is based on misunderstanding Freud's theories and also, in the United States
atleast, extreme sensitivity to the topic of sexuality. Americans resist intrusion into this most pri-
vate and personal aspect of their lives and may even repress-—refuse to admit to consciousness—
ideas and insights that would explain sexuality in general and behavior in particular.

Freud calls the “force by which the sexual instinct is represented in the mind” the libido {(qtd. in
Hollitscher, 2002, p. 82). This term should be understood broadty and not restricted to sexual relations;
that is, fibido refers to various kinds of sensual pleasures and gratifications. According to Freud, all indi-
viduals pass through four stages in their development: the oral, the anal, the phallic, and the genital. In
The Encyclopedia of Psychoanalysis these stages are described as follows:

The mouth represents an erotogenic zone for the infant. Sucking and later eating represent the
gratification of oral needs. The fact that the infant often sucks a pacifier indicates that he is not
only concerned with the incorporation of calories. When the infant begins to have teeth, the
need to bite expresses his sadistic desires. The second stage of development is usually referred
to as the sadistic-anal, and is characterized by the infant’s interest in excreting or retaining his
stools. Finally, the third stade is referred to as the phallic, in which the boy is interested in his
penis and the girl in her clitoris. The boy’s interest in his penis appears to be responsible for his
positive Qedipus complex, which is finally dissolved by the fear of castration. The girl reacts
with penis envy, if she considers her clitoris to be an inferior organ to the penis.

Freud pointed out that the stages are not clear-cut, and that the fourth stage, the genital phase,
is achieved only with puberty. (Eidelberg, 1968, pp. 210-211)

During infancy and childhood, an individual's sexual life is rich but dissociated and unfocused. Focusing
occurs at puberty.

One of the difficulties in explaining psychoanalytic theory is that one seems 1o have to know every-
thing at the same time. In the previous quotation, for example, a number of concepts are mentioned that
might need a bit of amplification, such as the matter of anality, the Cedipus complex, and the related
concepts of castration anxiety and penis envy. These concepts are difficult for many people to accept
and often strike those unfamiliar with Freud and psychoanalytic thought as fantastic and farfetched.
Perhaps it is most useful to think of all of these ideas as concepts Freud developed to explain the phe-
nomena and behaviors he encountered in his work. He describes psychoanalysis as “always incomplete
and always ready to correct or modify its theories” (1963, p. 251).

Let us start with the matter of anal behavior, or what Freud calls “anal eroticism” in a fascinating
paper titled “Character and Anal Eroticism” {Rieff, 1963). Freud connects a combination of personality
traits developed to an extreme degree—orderliness, parsimonicusness, and obstinacy—with people
who have had problems overcoming their anal stage and who may use these personality trajts as a
means of dealing with this fact. What is most fascinating is “connections which exist between the two
complexes of interest in money and of defecation, which seem so dissimilar” that are, or appear {o be,
“most far-reaching” (Rieff, 1963, p. 30). Freud (1963) writes:
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In reality, wherever archaic modes of thought predominate or have persisted—in ancient
civilizations, in myth, fairy-tale and superstition, in unconscious thoughts and dreams, and
in the neuroses—money comes into the closest relation with excrement. We know how the
money which the devil gives his paramours turns to excrement after his departure, and the
devil is most certainly nothing more than a personification of the unconscious instinctuai
forces. (p. 31)

Ultimately there is an identification of gold with feces,
“the most precious substance known to man and the most
worthless” (p. 32).

The Rockport advertisement that shows a man kissing a foot
brings to our consciousness the erotic aspects of the human foot.
The masculinity of the man is enhanced by his facial hair. He has
what looks like 2- to 3-day beard growth. We don’t know the gen-
der of the foot being kissed. The toenails are not polished, which
means the foot could betong to a male or a female who doesn’t
use nail polish, The way the man grasps the foot and the nature of
his kiss all contribute to the curious nature of the advertisement,
which only has the word Rockport in it. The diagonal nature of
the foot and the hand lead the eye to the name Rockport. The ad
offers readers an arresting image, one that might spark cur curi-
osity, and a design that directs cur attention to the name of the
company. The [ecotbecomes a sexual object.

WILLIAM A. ROSSI ON SEXUAL ASPECTS OF THE FOOT AND SHOE

William A. Rossi's {1976} fascinating book The Sex Life of the Foot and Shoe regarding sexuality and
the foot makes a number of remarkable claims. It begins as follows:

The foot is an erotic organ and the shoe is its sexual covering. This is a reality as ancient as
mankind, as contemporary as the Space Age. The human foot possesses a natural sexuality
whose powers have borne remarkable influence on all peoples of all cultures through all his-

tory. (p. 1)

He offers a number of points about the foot to support his argument. [ offer a selection of some of the
more interesting ones. He writes (1976, pp. 4-5),

t’s one of the body’s most sensitive tactile organs, possessing its bwn “sexual nerves™—and
capable of the most intimate sensations in touching and being touched.
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THE OEDIPUS COMPLE
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coital position unique in all nature.

It has played a major role in the evolution and development of
many of the erogenous features of the human anatomy—but-
tocks, bosom, legs and thighs, abdomen, hips, etc. What we refer
to as “the figure” or the voluptuous architecture of the body, owes
much of its sensuous character to the foot, which was responsible
for the upright posture that altered the entire anatomy.

The unusual structure of the human foot which made the upright
posture possible, also made possible frontal human copulation, a

Of all the known sex-related fetishes, those associated with the
foot, toes, and shoes are by far the most common.

The erotic foot created a podosexual mania among five biltion
Chinese that fasted nearly one thousand years.

One reason the Chinese bound wome's feet, he asserts, is so Chinese
men could have sexual play with the foot, In the book, Rossi deals with
many psychosexual aspects of feet and shoes. The point he makes is that
human sexuality takes many diverse, and in some cases perverse, forms,
and we should recognize that shoes, along with many other objects we
purchase, have a hidden sexual aspect to them.

The Oedipus complex represents the core of neurosis for Freud, this concept explains a great deal.
In a famous letter Freud wrote on October 15, 1897, to Wilhelm Fliess, he described how he came to

recognize the existence and importance of the Oedipus complex:

Being entirely honest with oneseif is a good exercise. Only one idea of general value has
occurred to me. [ have found ove of the mother and jealousy of the father in my own case too,
and now believe it to be a general phenomena of early childhood, even if it does not always
occur so early as in children who have been made hysterics. . . . If that is the case, the gripping
power of Oedipus Rex, in spite of all the rational objections to the inexorable fate that the story
presupposes, becomes intelligible, and one can understand why later fate dramas were such
failures. Our feelings rise against any arbitrary individual fate. . . but the Greek myth seizes
on a compulsion which everyone recognizes because he has felt traces of it in himself. Every
member of the audience was once a budding Oedipus in fantasy, and this dream-fulfillment
played out in reality causes everyone to recoil in horror, with the fult measure of repression

which separates his infantile from his present state.
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The idea has passed through my head that the same thing may lie at the root of Hamilet.
I am niot thinking of Shakespeare’s conscious intentions, but supposing rather that he was
impelled to write it by a real event because his own unconscious understood that of his hero.
How can one explain the hysteric Hamiet’s phrase “So conscience doth make cowards of
us all,” and his hesitation to avenge his father by killing his uncle, when he himself so casu-
ally sends his courtiers to their death and dispatches Laertes so quickly? How better than by
the torment roused in him by the obscure memory that he himself had meditated the same
deed against his father because of passion for his mother—"use every man after his desert,
and who should scape whipping?” His conscience is his unconscious feeling of guiit. (Qtd. in
Grotjahn, 1966, pp. 84-85})

According to psychoanalytic theory, every individual passes through a stage in which he or she
desires the parent of the opposite sex—all of this, of course, on an unconscious level, Most people tearn
to master their Oedipus complexes; neurotic individuals are plagued by theirs. In little boys this mastery
is aided by an unconscious fear of castration--castration anxiety—and in little girls it is aided by jeal-
ousy of men and what is termed penis envy.

Little boys, according to Freudian theory, sexualize their love for their mothers and wish to displace
their fathers and monopolize their mothers’ affection. Their fear of retaliation by their fathers then leads
them to renounce their love of their mothers, to identify with the masculinity of their fathers, to rechan-
nel their love cutside of the family, and to direct their interest toward other females.

With little girls, the situation is different. They do not have to fear castration (some theorists suggest
they believe they have already lost their penises) and so do not relinquish their Oedipal desires as quickly
as boys do. But girls do fear the loss of the love of both their parents and so avoid this foss by reidentifying
with their mothers and turning, eventually, to males other than their fathers as a means of obtaining
babies (and, indirectly, their lost penises).

Freud also wrote about severaf other related cornplexes of interest here. For example, the Heracles
cemplex is characterized by a hatred of the [ather for his children. The father sees the children as rivals
for the affection of his wife and so wishes to get rid of the children. The Jocasta complex (named for the
mother of Oedipus) is characterized by abnormatl attachment of the mother to her son; it is found in vary-
ing degrees of intensity, from simple overattachment to incestuous relations.

One of the ways in which young children deal with their Oedipal anxieties is through exposure to
fairy tales. In The Uses of Enchantment, Bruno Bettelheim (1977) devotes a chapter to Oedipal conflicts
and resolutions in which he argues that fairy tales can help children resolve these problems. Children
identify with the heroes and heroines of such stories and learn important things about life as well. Fairy
tales, Bettelheim sugdests, speak {o children indirectly and symbolically--the stories are often about
some unlikely hero who “proves himself by staying dragons, sclving riddles, and living by his wits and
goodness until eventually he frees the beautiful princess, marries her, and lives happily ever after”
{p. 111). In stories that speak to little dirls, there is usually some evil stepmother or enchantress who is
intensely jealous of the heroine and tries to prevent some hero, such as Prince Charming, from finding
his princess. Sometimes in these tales the mother is split into two characters—an evil stepmother and a
good mother (or fairy godmother). \

Fairy tales are important because they help children cope with the psychological difficulties they
experience. As Bettelheim (1977} explains,
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ON THE IMPORTANCE OF MYTH

Through the centuries (if not millennia) during which, in their retelling. fairy tales became
ever more refined, they came (o convey at the same time overt and covert meanings-—came
to speak sirnultaneously to all levels of the human personality, communicating in a manner
which reaches the uneducated mind of the child as weti as that of the sophisticated aduit.
Appiying the psychoanalytic model of the human personality, fairy tales carry important
messages to the conscious, preconscious and unconscious mind. on whatever level each is
functioning at the time. By dealing with universal human problems, particularly those which
preoccupy the child’s mind, these stories speak to his budding ego and encourage its develop-
ment, while at the same time relieving preconscicus and uncanscious pressures. As the sto-
ries unfold, they give conscious credence and body to id pressures and show ways to satisfy
these that are in line with ego and superego requirements. (pp. 5-6)

Fairy tales, as well as other texts very much like them (which may be, in truth, modernized fairy tales),
have important functions as far as cur psyches are concerned.

Icannot resist pointing out in passing that the relationship between Luke Skywalker and Darth Vader
in Star Wars is (we eventually discover) Oedipal. Star Wars is, to a great degree, a modernized fairy tale
abouta princess in distress, a young man who rescues the princess, and a powerful father figure, Darth
Vader. There are many cther elements in the film as well—Germanic storm trooper villains and World
War IT airpiane battles, for example—but the core of the film is, 1 would suggest, a fairy tale. George
Lucas, who directed the film, is known to have studied myths in preparing the fil. Of interest is the
relationship between the name Lucas and the hero of the film, Luke (Lucas) Skywalker,

All of the phenomena discussed in this section operate beyond our conscioushess and are kept buried
through our power to resist and repress things that would disturb us. We empathize with Hamlet and
with countless other heroes and heroines because, unconsciously, we recognize that their battles are our
bartles and their difficulties are our difficulties.

The Oedipus complex, as Freud pointed out, is named after a mythological hero. The fact that Freud
named this complex after a mythical figure suggests the important role that myths play in cur con-
sciousness and lives,

The story of Oedipus begdins with the marriage of King Laius of Thebes to his distant cousin, Jocasta.
An oracle makes a prophecy that Lajus will be kilied by his son, so when jocasta gives birth to Oedipus,
Laius binds the infant’s feet and orders that he be left on a mountaintop to die. Laius is unaware that
Oedipus has been rescued from the mountain by a shepherd and taken to King Polybus of Corinth, who
raises him as his son. Oedipus believes Polybus is his father, so when, as a young man, he hears Apollo
has said Oedjpus is fated to kill his father, he leaves Corinth to avoid harming Polybus. As he travels to
Thebes and meets Laius at a crossroads, the two men get into d fight, and Laius is killed. Oedipus then
goes on to Thebes, which is being plagued by the Sphinx, a monster that kooks like a winged lion and has
the face of a woman. The Sphinx devours any wayfarer who cannot answer this riddle: What creature
goes on four feet in the morning, two at noon, and three in the evening?
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Oedipus seeks out the Sphinx and correctly answers the riddle she poses: The creature is man, who
crawls in infancy, walks on two legs in the prime of life, and uses a cane to walk in old age. When Oedipus
answers the riddie, the Sphinx kills herself and Thebes is saved. Oedipus is then welcomed into the
city with dreat fanfare, and the Thebans make him their king. He marries the wife of the former king,
Jocasta—not reatizing she is his mother—and they have two children. When the children are grown
up, Thebes is visited by another plague. Oedipus sends Jocasta's brother, Creon, to consult the oracle at
Delphi to find out what might be done to lift the plague. Creon comes back with the answer: Whoever
murdered King Latus must be punished. Oedipus then sends Tiresias, a blind prophet (who had once
been a womany), o the oracle to find out the name of the king’s murderer. When Tiresias returns, he at
first refuses to tell Oedipus what he has learned. When Cedipus accuses Tiresias of not telling him the
answer because Tirestas himself was involved in the killing of Ring Laius, Tiresias finally tells Oedipus,
“You are the murderer.” When it becomes clear that Oedipus has killed his own father and married his
mother, Jocasta kills herself and Oedipus blinds himself in his grief.

This myth, Freud suggests, is a template that explains the developmental processes all children
undergo. The child is attracted to the parent of the opposite sex and becomes hostile toward the parent
of the same sex. Most children are able to resolve their Cedipal difficulties and lead normatl lives, but
those who can't end up with many psychological difficulties. For Freud, Oedipal conflicts are the core of
neuroses.

Freud’s argument is that myths alfect our psychological development. These sacred stories shape
many of the things we de, although we are unaware of this influence. As Mircea Eliade explains in The
Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion (195711961), “The modern man who feels and claims that
he is nonreligious still retains a large stock of camouflaged myths and degenerated rituals” (pp. 204-
205). Thus many films and television programs and many of our rituals, such as holding New Year’s Eve
parties, have unrecognized sacred or mythoelogicai content. Myths are an important component of our
psyches, our media and popular culture, and our everyday lives. As Raphael Patai, an anthropologist and
biblical scholar, explains in his book Myth and Modern Man (1972),

Myth . . . is a traditional religious charter, which operates by validating laws, customs, rites,
institutions and beliefs, or explaining socio-cultural situations and natural phenomena, and
taking the form of stories, believed to be true, about divine beings and heroes, (p. 2)

What is important to recognize, Patai adds, is that myth not only validates many of our activities but also
plays a role in creating many of them, even if we aren’t aware of it.

The reason [ spent so much time on the story of Oedipus is because we can use it to understand
relationships in many contemporary films, television programs, and other mass-mediated texts.
Whenever you have a trio of a younger man, an older man, and a woman, or a younger woman, an
older woman, and a man, there is reason to suspect that the Oedipus complex may be motivating,
to varying degrees, the characters. At the very least, we can find Oedipal themes in such stories.

MEDIA AND THE OEDI?US COMPLEX
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Let me offer lan Fleming's James Bond novels and the numerous Bond films as an example. In many
Bond texts he is captured by an older man who attempts to kill him in horrible ways or do other ter-
rible things to him. In the novel Dr. No, Bond is captured by one of No’s henchmen and imprisoned.
His love interest, Honeychile Rider, is to be killed by crabs on the island in an insane experiment
Dr. No wants to carry out. Some media critics have suggested that M in the novels is a woman and
that the letter stands for mother. In recent Bond films, Judi Dench plays M, and the character’s role
has increased in importance.

In their book Bond and Beyond: The Political Career of a Popular Hero (1987), Tony Bennett and Janet
Woollacott discuss Bond’s Gedipal problems. They write:

In You Only Live Twice, Bond is going through a peculiarly acute phase in his ever-ongoing,
never-to-be-resolved Oedipal crisis. Indeed, between them, You Only Live Twice and its sequel -
The Man with the Golden Gun offer a fairly explicit rehearsal of the Oedipus myth. Bond is sent
away to a foreign land, is given another name, loses his memory so that like Oedipus, he lacks
a knowledge of his true identity and parentage, eventually leaves those who have adopted
him (Kissy) and journeys back to his homeland where (having been captured and brain-
washed by the KGB en route) he attempis, in the opening pages of The Man with the Golden
Gun, to kill M. (pp. 125-126, italics in original)
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Bond, as the authors point out, is continually threatened by symbolic castration by the powerful
figures that capture him in various adventures. Bennett and Woollacott suggest we find these Oedipal
themes in the Bond adventures because Eleming had not resolved his Oedipal problems; he was
excessively fond of his mother and hostile toward his father. In Bond novels and films, he meets and is
attracted to a beautiful worman. Later, a powerful and oider male figure captures Bend and plans to kill
him. Bond always finds a way to escape and kill the villain and then is able to have a sexual relationship
with the woman.

We can find the Oedipus complex or Oedipal themes in many texts. This can be explained relatively
easily. If Freud is correct about the Oedipus complex, everyone experiences it, and residues of this expe-
rience then linger in the unconscious of scriptwriters and filmmakers and all the people who experi-
ence their work. From a psycheanalytic perspective, we can say that one reasen we are drawn to stories,
regardless of the medium, is that these stories either help us resolve our Oedipal problems cr confirm
that we have resclved them.

ID, €GO, AND SUPEREGO

The image in this advertisement, of the confrontation between id impulses and superego restraints,
does an excellent job of showing us how the mind deafs with conflicting pressures. The id wants
Dom Perignon, and the superego says, “Better get to work.” By putting the list of desires and the list
of restraints on the back of the man’s head, we are meant to understand that this conflict is taking
place in his mind. No matter what the id desires, the superego says he'd better do something else.
This advertisement is directed toward target audiences sophisticated enough to recognize the end-
less conflict that takes place in our minds. The ego is not mentioned; perhaps it is assumed that the
ego will tell the man to use United Airlines next time he has to fly.

Theid, ego, and superego are part of what is usually referred to as Freud's structural hypothesis about
mental functioning. Charles Brenner (1974) offers the following brief description of these three entities:

We may say that id comprises the psychic representatives of the drives, the ego consists of
those functions which have to do with the individual’s relation to his environment, and the
superego comprises the moral precepts of our minds as well as our ideal aspirations.

The drives, of course, we assume to be present from birth, but the same is certainly not true
of interest in or controt of the environment an the one hand, nor of any moral sense or aspira-
tions on the other. It is obvious that neither of the latter, that is neither the ego nor the super-
ego, develops till sometime after birth.

Freud expressed this fact by assuming that the id comprised the entire psychic apparatus at
birth, and that the ego and superego were originally parts of the id which differentiated suf-
ficiently in the course of growth to warrant their being considered as separate functional enti-
ries. {p. 38)

Each of these entities—the id, ego. and superego--is extremely complicated, and Freud and others
have written a great deal about how each develops and functions and the importance of each to the
individual’s psychic life.
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Freud’s structural hypothesis superseded his earlier theory of mental functioning, known as the topo-
graphic, which divided the psyche into three systemas: conscious, preconscious, and unconscious. (I have
dealt with these notions already, although I left out the preconscious in order to simplily matters.) In
essence, according to the structural hypothesis, the psyche is in constant siruggle, as the id and superego
war against one another. The poor ego tries to mediate between the two—between the desire for plea-
sure and the fear of punishment, between drives and conscience.

Freud’s description of the id in his New Infroductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis is most graphic:

We can come nearer to the id with irnages, and call it chaos, a cauldron of seething excite-
ment. We suppose that it is somewhere in direct contact with somatic processes, and
takes over from them instinctual needs and gives thermn mental expression, but we can-
not say in what substratum this contact is made. These instincts fill it with energy. but it
has no organization and no unified will, only an impulsion to cbtain satisfaction for the
instinctual needs, in accordance with the pleasure-principie. (Qtd. in Hinsie & Campbell,
1970, p. 372}

This bubbling cauldron of sexual desire, passion, and lust must not be allowed to determine an
individual's actions because we live in societies, and civilization demands we control our behavior. In
fact, the demands civilization makes on us are so great, according to Freud, that we suffer from great
psychological pain.

The superego corresponds, as Brenner (1974) notes, “in a general way to what we ordinarily
call conscience. It comprises the moral functions of the personality.” He lists the functions of the
superego:

1. the approval or disapproval of actions and wishes on the grounds of rectitude. 2. critical
self-observation. 3. self-punishment, 4. the demand for reparation or repentance of wrong-
doing. 5. self-praise or self-love as a reward for virtuous or desirable thoughts and actions.
Contrary to the ordinary meaning of “conscience,” however, we understand that the func-
tions of the superego are often largely or completely unconscious. (pp. 111-112)

The superego assumes, then, a position in opposition to the id. In
between these two polarities, the ego tries to mediate, operating
always with the aim of seif-preservation. The ego carries out
its function by storing up experiences in the memory, avoiding
excessively strong stimuli through flight, adapting to moderately
strong stimuli, and bringing about changes in the world through
activity.

We can use the concepts of the id, ego, and superego to help us
understand texts. In certain texts, characters may be seen as primar-
ily id figures or ego figures or superego figures. For example, in Star
Trek, Iwould suggest that Spock is, essentially, an ego figure, Kirk (in
German, interestingly, the name means church) is a superego figure,

and McCoy is an id figure. Spock. the emotionless Vulcan, represents
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pure rationality. Kirk. the commander of the Enterprise, more or less deterriines what is to be done and
50 represents the superego. And McCoy, who is very emotional and often operates on the basis of his feel-
ings, represents the id.

In some texts it is easy to identify characters as id, ego, or superego figures. Superman, Dick Tracy,
Luke Skywalker, and countless other heroes and heroines and caped crusaders are obviously superego
figures. But others, such as James Bond and indiana Jones, are more complicated; they may be more id
and ego figures, perhaps, than superego. Villains, of course, are almost always id figures; they lack super-
ego development and are interested only in gratifving their desires, They may be intelligent and shrewd,
but they lack a sense of right and wrong.

We can aiso examine denres in terms of the Freudian structural hypothesis. Certain kinds of
films and television programs, such as news shows, interview programs, and documentaries, can
be classified as essentially ego texts. Texts that feature the police or that have religious messages
are obviously superego texts. And scap operas and other television programs and films that involve
sexuality (pornography, MTV) tend to be id texts. It is not always possible to label a text as clearly
representing the id, ego, or superego, but in some cases, especially when the work is formulaic, it
does make sense.

THE STRUCTURAL HYPOTHESIS APPLIED TO CULTURE

In Table 3.1, [ use Freud's structural hypothesis to suggest how the id, ego, and superego can be applied to
anumber of media and cultural phenomena.

It is also possible to analyze films, songs, social media, heroes, and many other phenomena using
Freud's id/ego/superego theory. We can see, then, that various texts in the mass media and areas of soci-
ety and culture can be analyzed and found to have id, ego, and superego elements in them. Las Vegas
advertises that what happens in Las Vegas stays in Las Vegas. This campaign can be seen as an overt
invitation for people to let their ids loose in any number of ways without having to worry about their
superegos chastising them or anyone finding out what they’ve been doing.

Applications of Freud's Structural Hypothesis

. Topi 40 °¢
Star Trek McCoy Spock Captain Kirk
Cities Las Vegas Boston Vatican City
Toys Barbie Doll Science toys Superhero toys
Clothes Bikini Scientist's white coat Clerical garb

!
Books Vampire novels Science books Bible, Koran
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SYMBOLS

Psychoanalysis is, remember, an interpretive art. It seeks to find meaning in the behavior of people
and in the art they create. One way we can apply psycheanalytic theory is by understanding how
the psyche works and learning how to interpret the hidden significance of what people and charac-
ters in fiction do. We ask ourselves questions such as, “What does it mean when Hamlet says this or
that?” or “What does it mean when Harnlet is unable to act?” We want to know why.

This is where symbols come in. Symbols stand for something else and may be hidden or at least
not obvious. A symbol can stand for an institution, a mode of thought, an idea, a wish-—any number
of things. Heroes and heroines are often symbolic and thus can be interpreted in terms of the things
they stand for. And much of what is most interesting about symbols is their relation to the unconscious,
Symbols are keys that enable us to unlock the doors shielding our unconscious feefings and beliefs from
scrutiny. Symbols are messages from our unconscious.

Hinsie and Campbeil (1970) define symbolism as follows:

The act or process of representing an order or idea by a substitute object, sign, or signal. In
psychiatry, symbolism is of particular importance since it can serve as a defense mechanism
of the ego, as where unconscious (and forbidden) aggressive or sexual impulses come to
expression through symboelic representation and thus are able to avoid censorship. (p. 734)

According to this theory, then, we mask cur unconscious sexua! and aggressive desires through
symbolization, which enables us to escape guilt from the superego. .

Interpreting symbols can involve a number of difficulties. (i
might point out that there are many theories in psychology about
symbols, and they have, like many other aspects of psychoanalytic
thought, generated a great deal of controversy.) First, symbols are
often ambiguous, and how they are explained depends on one’s ori-
entation. For instance, some pecple see Hamlet's inability to act as
symbolic of the power of an unresolved Oedipus complex, whereas
others believe it symbolizes his skepticism and overinteliectualism.
Some think Hamlet is paralyzed by grief; others think he is insane.
(If you are interested in the “problem” of Hamlet, ] recommend you
read Hamlet and Oedipus, by Ernest Jones [1949]. Jones provides a
fascinating, although doctrinaire, Freudian interpretation of this
symbolic hero.)

Symbols may be classified as conventional, accidental, or univer-
sal. Conventicnal symbols stand for things. [n conirast to these are
accidental symbols, which are personal, private, and connecied to
an individual's life history. For example, for a man who fell in love
for the first time in Paris, Paris may become an accidental symbol for love. (The accidental symbols
found in dreams are what make the interpretation of dreams so complicated, although dreams con-
tain more than accidental symbols.) Finally, universal symbols are those rooted in the experience of all
people. Many of these are connected to our bodies and to natural processes. Attempting to understand
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symbols is often complicated by the fact that the logic behind symbolization is frequently not the same
logic people use in their everyday reasoning processes.

Abroad comparison can be drawn between dreams and the works carried by the mass media. For
along time, neither were considered very important; neither dreams nor fnedia texts were thought to
have any effect on us, and so neither attracted much serious attention. Now we know better. Dreams
are visual, so they are best compared to such media as film, television, and comics. And justas dreams
can be interpreted through analysis of their symbolic content, so can the mediated dreams we find in
the cinema or on the television screen. In both cases we ask the same questions: What is going on? What
disguises are there? What gratifications do we gdet? What do the various symbolic heroes and heroines
tell us about ourselves and our societies?

DEFENSE MECHANISMS

Defense mechanisms are techniques the ego employs to control instincts and ward off anxieties.

All of us make use of these mechanisms from time to tirme, although we are seldom conscious of

doing so. in like manner, much of what the media bring us involves human beings in varying kinds
of relationships, so many of the characters we see or read about can be interpreted (often) in terms
of their defense mechanisms. That is, their behavior may make more sense to us if we can relate it
to the defenses people use to maintain their equilibrium. We can also understand cur fascination
with mass media in terms of defense mechanisms.

Following is a list of some of the most important defense mechanisms, with a brief description of

each.

o Ambivalence. A simultaneous feeling of love and hate or attraction and repulsion toward the
same person or object. Sometimes these feelings alternate in rapid succession in people who
wish to be able to gratify contradictory wishes.

s Avoidance. Refusal to become involved with subjects that are distressing because they are
connected to unconscious sexual or aggressive impulses.

o Denial or disavowal. Refusal 10 accept the reality of something that generates anxiety by
blocking it from consciousness or by becoming involved in a wish-fulfilling fantasy.

s Fixation. Obsessive preoccupation or attachment to something, generally the result of some
fraumatic experience.

» [dentification. The desire to become like someone or something in some aspect of thought or
behavior,

° Projection. An attempt to deny some negative or hostile feeling in oneself by attributing it
to someone eise. Thus a person who hates someone will project that hatred onto another,
perceiving that person as being the one who hates.

o Rationalization. The offering of logical reasons or excuses for behavior generated by
unceonscious and irrational determinants. (This term was introduced into psychoanalysis by
Ernest Jones.)

s Reaction formation. This occurs when a pair of opposing attitudes genetates problems, so
one element is suppressed and Kept unconscious by overernphasis on the other (its opposite),
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although it doesr't disappear. For example, a person right have ambivalent feelings of love
and hatred toward another; the hate may be made unconscious and kept unconscious by an
overemphasis on love, sc that it appears io be replaced by love.

» Regression. The individual's return to an earlier stage in life development when confronted
with a stressful or anxiety-provoking situation.

» Repression. The barring from consciousness of instinctual wishes, memories, desires, and
the like. This is considered the most basic defense mechanism.

» Suppression. The purposeful putting out of the mind and consciousness something the
individual finds painfui. This is the second most basic defense mechanism. (Because sup-
pression is voluntary, suppressed material can be recailed to consciousness fairly easily,
unlike repressed material, which is very difficult to bring to consciousness.)

Let me suggest how a media analyst might apply knowledge of defense mechanisms by presenting
an example involving regression. In an analysis [ conducted some vears ago, I contrasted Pac-Man with
other video garnes that preceded it. such as Space Invaders. For more than a year, Pac-Man was the most
popular video game in the United States, which is one of the reasons I analyzed it.

In Space Invaders, players fly through the open skies, zapping invading aliens. Two things about
Space Invaders are important to this analysis: Firse, there is freedom to fly about; second, the game
is phaltic. In Pac-Man. on the other hand, the play is restricted to an enclosed area, and the “attacks”
involve eating. In other words, aggression in Pac-Man is oral. What we have in Pac-Man. then, is a regres-
sion from the phallic (guns) io the oral {biting) as a means of fighting and a change from the freedom
to race around the skies to confinement in a maze. From a developmental perspective, Pac-Man is
regressive.

The significance of this regression raises interesting questions. When it is niot pathological, regression
often involves an attempt to escape from anxiety of some kind and is a perfectly normal kind of behavior
that functions in the service of the ego. It may be that the popularity of Pac-Man suggested that. some-
how, targe numbers of American young people {although they were not the only ones pfaying it) were
experiencing anxijeties and that they were using the game to assuage those anxieties. Curiously, there
is often a connection between regression and fixation, so the fact that so many people played the game
over and over again should not be too surprising.

Regdression and all of the other defense mechanisms listed earlier
are concepts that can be applied to the behavior of characters in filims,
television programs, and other texts and to various other aspects of
the media. These concepts can help us understand human motiva-
tion and can enrich and deepen cur ability to analyze the media.

Defense mechanisms are functions of the ego, which uses them
against the id. When the id threatens the ego, generating anxiety,
the ego uses whatever it can to neutralize the id. There is a consider-
able amount of disagreement among psychoanalysts as to what can
legitimately be called a defefise mechanism (the ego also has other
techniques for mastering the id), but the ones listed earlier are gener-
ally accepted as the most irmportant.
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MARTIN GROTJAHN ON HORROR FILMS

Martin Grotjahn, a Freudian psychiatrist, offers a fascinating discussion of horror television texts
that shows how defense mechanisms play an important role, at the unconscious level, in our attrac-
tion fo these programs—to which we can add horror in other media: novels, video games, and films.
He writes in The Voice of the Symbol (1971},

The fascination of horror shows for so many people can be explained only when we consider
the dynamic of the child’s attraction to and fear of them. Horror is experienced when an old
and long-repressed childhood fear seems to come true. The child fears ghosts or dead people
returning. He fears that thoughts may corme true; or that magic-mystic beliefs may prove to
be effective. Fantasies may no longer be restricted to the unconscicus but may become true
events before our eyes on the television screen. We all are full of dangerous, bad wishes and
thoughts which suddenly may emerge from repression and seem to become real and true;
we can actually see them happening on the screen. The projection of repressed trends into
symbols on the television screen would offer rare oppertunity for working through of uncon-
scious conflicts. Television could develop new means of art expression and an entirely new
field of cormmunication could be opened. (p. §)

Grotjahn feels that television focuses its energy on entertaining us,
in contrast to live thearter, which, he suggests, makes us confront our
conscious and unconscious conflicts more directly,

In his analysis of horror television shows we gain an understand-
ing of why horror appeals to so many people and of the way horror
is involved with defense mechanisms such as repression and projec-
tion. Let me suggest that in returning to our childhood fears, there
isan element of regression involved in our fascination with horror.
This means that at the unconscious level, we attempt to conguer
our childhood fears by watching horror programs and films. We
may also derive some pleasure from a regression to a period when
fife was simpfer, when we may have experienced unconditional jove
and admiration from our parents and others, and we didn't have to
struggle with problems of attaining an identity, earning a livelihood,
and the responsibilities of maturity.

DREAMS

It is possible, without stretching things too much, to make a caomparison between dreams and
many of the fictions brought to us by the media—especially the moving-image media. such as film
and television. Dreams are like films and television productions in that they are made up of images,
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generaily have a narrative structure (although it may be obscure and bizarre), and are frequently
hard to fathom. According to Erich Fromm (1957),

Dreams are understood to be the hallucinatory fulfillment of irrational wishes and particu-
larly sexual wishes which have originated in our earty childhood and have not been fully
transformed into reaction formations or sublimations. These wishes are expressed as being
fulfilled when our conscious control is weakened, as is the case in sleep. (p. 67}

The situation is complicared by the fact that we don’t aliow ourselves to dream about certain things,
which implies that some kind of censoring agent is at work that prevents certain forbidden thoughts to
appear undisguised. This is where symbols (which I've already discussed) come in—they allow us to sneak
“forbidden” material past our internal censors, Most of these symbols are sexual, as Fromm (1957) points out;

The male genital is symbolized by sticks, trees, umbrellas, knives, pencils, hammers, air-
planes, and many other cbjects which represent it either by their shape or by their function.
The female genital is represented in the same manner by caves, bottles, boxes, doors, jewel
cases, gardens, flowers, etc. Sexual pieasure is represented by activities like dancing, riding,
climbing, flying. The falling out of hair or teeth is a symbolic representation of castration.
Aside from sexual elements, symbols are expressive of the fundamental experiences of the
little child. Father and mother are symbolized by king and queen or emperor and empress,
children as little animals, death as a journey. (pp. 68-69)

These sexual sytnbols are one part of Freudian theory that often strikes people as ridiculous, and it
has given Freud and psychoanalytic theory a bad name in many circles. However, Freud is often dispar-
aged for this aspect of his theory by people who have not read his work at all or who have read very little
of it. To the average person, and to many others who have read only a little in the field. the idea of seeing
pencils and cigars as penises is simply absurd. One of the nice things about psychoanalytic theory is that
this kind of behavior can be explained as repression—the refusal to acknowledge one’s sexuality and
other aspects of the psyche.

Many of Freud’s critics take comfort in quoting a statement that has been attributed to him:
“Sometimes a cigar is just a cigar.” They generaily employ this remark when someone else has used a
Freudian interpretaticn of symbols {o describe some object or artifact as a phallic symbol. [ once sug-
gested that the Washington monument, a great shaft erected in honor of the father of our country, is quite
obviously a phallic symbol—although I don’t believe the people responsible for creating the monument
thoughtof it as such. “Hal” replied a critic, who then offered the cigar quote.

My point here is that if sometimes a cigar is just a cigar, at other times a cigar is nof just a cigar. You
can't have it both ways. The notion that certain objects represent, to the unconscious mind, penises
(and other objects, of course, represent vaginas or wombs) may strike you as absurd, but if you are going
to argue that suggesting something is a phallic symbol is incorrect in some cases, you must accept the
netion that in other cases, suggesting something is a phallic symbol may be correct.

In any case, dreams require interpretation, and that interpretation must be keyed to the dream-
er’s life. The dreamer can help an analyst discover a dream’s true meaning by participating in free
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association—revealing all the thoughts that come into his or her mind—and by restructuring the
dream. Fromm {1957) writes,

This true dream, which is the expression of our hidden desires, Freud calls the “latent dream.”
The distorted version of the dream as we remember it is the “manifest dream” and the pro-
cess of distortion and disguise is the “dream-work.” The main mechanisms through which
the dream-work translates the latent into the manifest dream are condensation, displacement
and secondary elaboration. By condensation Freud refers to the fact that the manifest dream
is much shorter than the latent dream. It leaves out a number of elements of the latent dream,
combines fragments of various elements, and condenses them into one new element in the
manifest dream. . .. By displacement Freud refers to the fact that an element of the latent
dream, and often a very important one, is expressed by a remote element in the manifest
dream and usually one which appears to be quite unimportant. (pp. 69-70}

The process of secondary elaboration involves filling in gaps in the dream, repairing inconsistencies,
and 50 on, so the manifest dream seems consistent and coherent. Two things make analyzing dreams
especially difficull: the fact that elements in dreams often stand for their opposites and the fact that the
manifest dream is not a coherent narrative but a series of disconnected images. Thus a dream represents
a formidable problem to the analyst, who must understand how dreams disguise and distort things and
beable to relate what is found in dreams to the dreamer’s personal life,

Jacques Lacan, a French thinker, has suggested that the semiotic concepts of metaphor and meton-
ymy are useful for understanding dreams. Condensation, according to Lacan, is similar to what ] have
described in Chapter t as metaphor, and displacement is similar to metonymy. In condensation and
in metaphor, we tie concepts together; in displacement and in metenymy, we substitute one thing for
something else. Lacan differs with Freud over the nature of the unconscious. According to Freud, the
unconscious is chaotic and preverbal, whereas for Lacan (1966) the unconscious is organized more or
less like a language, which suggests that semiotics and linguistics might be usefui in understanding how
the unconscious works.

Recently, scme researchers have suggested that Freud's theories about dreams being responses to
experiences and being based on wish fulfillment might be inadequate. Whatever the case, his notions
about how dreams function and the roles condensation and displacement play in dreams have interest-
ing implications for the study of how the media affect individuals and, through individuals, society.

As T have noted, many of the products of the mass media can be viewed as similar to dreams—in
analyzing these products, we must look for distortions and disguises, we must concern ourselves with
the unconscious and with censorship, and we must relate what we discover in mediated works to the
perscnal histories of the dreamers (which involve both their biographies and their sociat situations). We
must also recognize the influences of the psyches of the creators and interpreters of these works. Clearly,
the situation is quite complicated.

We can assume that apart from the surface communication between the artist or creator and the
audience or receiver, there is also communication from the subconscious or unconscious of one to that of
the other, so that some of the most important aspects of what we get from media may be submerged and
not readily observable. This is why knowledge of the psyche and how it functions is so important.
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AGGRESSION AND GUILT

CONDENSATION AND DISPLACEMENT

As noted earlier, the symbelic content of dreams is represented in two important ways-through
condensation and displacement. Charles Brenner defines condensation in his book An Elementary
Textbook of Psychoanalysis (1974): “The term ‘condensation’ is used to indicate the representation
of several ideas or images by a single word or image, or even a part of one” (p. 51). Freud offers a
description of the process in The Interpretation of Dreams (1900/1965):

The first thing that becomes clear to anyone who compares the dream content with the dream
thought is that a work of condensation on a large scale has been carried out. Dreams are brief,
meagre and laconic in comparison with the range and wealth of dream thoughts. [f a dream is
writien out it may perhaps fiil half a page. The analysis setting out the dream thoughts under-
lying it may occupy six, eight or a dozen times as much space. (pp. 312-313, italics ir1 original)

And even this is incomplete, says Freud. It's never possible to be sure, he suggests, that a dream has been
completely anatyzed and interpreted.

Brenner (1974} defines displacement as “the representation of a part by the whole, or vice versa, or, in
general, the substitution of one idea or image by another which is agsociatively connected with it” {p. 51).
We use displacement in our dreams because we don't wish to confront certain phenomena directly, as
this might wake us, and so we find symbolic substitutes that are less threatening. And what is it that we
seek to displace? Brenner (1974) writes:

The list of what may be represented by a symbol is not very long. It comprises the body and its
parts, particularly the sexual organs, buttocks, anus, urinary and alimentary tracts, and the
breasts; members of the immediate family, such as mother, father, sister and brother; certain
bodity functions and experiences, such as sexual intercourse, urination, defecation, eating,
weeping, rage, and sexual excitement; birth; death; and a few others,
The reader will notice that these are things which are of great interest
to the small child, in other words that they are things important to an
individual at a time when his ego is still immature. (p. 52)

It’s important {o recognize that these processes are also found in mass-
mediated dreamlike texts, such as sitcoms, soap operas, cornmercials, adver-
tisements, sporting events, spy stories, crime shows, and many others, which
et helps explain why the media fascinate us so much, Hollywood has been

' {_j a called a “dream factory,” and two of the processes that play important roles in
- / filrns are condensation and displacement.

In Civilization and its Discontents (1962), one of his 1ast books, Freud discusses aggressiveness in people:

Men are not gentle creatures who want to be loved, and who at the most can defend them-
selves if they are attacked; they are, on the contrary, creatures among whaose instinctual
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endowments is to be reckoned a powerful share of aggressiveness. As a result, their neighbor
is for them not only a potential helper ot sexual object, but also someone who tempts them to
satisfy their aggressiveness on him, to exploit his capacity for work without compensation, to
use him sexually without his consent, to seize his possessions, to humiliate him, to cause him
pain, to torture and to kill him. Homo homini lupus [Man is a wolf to man]. {p. 58)

In this passage Freud suggests that aggressiveness is instinctual but secondary to more basic instincts, as
his use of the phrase “a powerful share” indicates.

This aggressiveness could threaten to disrupt or even destroy society and civilization as we know
it, so a powerful opposing force is brought into pfay. This force is guiit, which, Freud (1962) explains, is
aggression turned back on itself:

Another question concerns us. . .. What means does civilization employ in order to inhibit the
aggressiveness which opposes it, to make it harmless, to getrid of it, perhaps? . . . [Man’s] aggres-
siveness is introjected, internalized; it is, in point of fact, sent back to where it came from-—that
is, it is directed toward his cwn ego. There it is taken over by a portion of the ego, which sets itself
over against the rest of the ego as super-ego, and which now, in the form of “conscience,” is ready
[0 put into action against the ego the same harsh aggressiveness that the ego would like to satisfy
upon other, extraneous individuals, . . . Civilization, therefore, obtains mastery of the individual's
dangerous desire for aggression by weakening and disarming it and by setting up an agency
within him to watch over it, like a garrison in a conquered city. (pp. 70-71)

In fact, Freud argues, we are made to feel so guilty that at rimes we become overwhelmed with guilt and
forfeit otir sense of happiness. The “cost” of civilization is generally too great for us; we are forced to renounce
too much (especially our sexuality), and we suffer from tco much guilt.

This is where humor comes in, for in humor we have developed a way to allow ourselves to enjoy certain
kinds of aggression by masking them and thus evading guilt. Freud (1960) analyzes humor in great detail in
Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious, one of his most impressive works. freud was drawn to the study
of humor—a subject that has never been satisfactorily explained—because of his interest in the psyche, the
unconscious, and human aggressiveness. Freud suggested that humor involves masked aggression; the
humor disguises the aggression and thus allows id elements to enjoy the aggression without having to worty
about the superego generating guilt over the aggression. Martin Grotjahn deals with humor in his book
Beyond Laughter: Humor and the Subconscious (1966), which expands on Freud’s ideas about humor and
applies them to a number of refated ropics such as humor and creativity, clowns, and humor and therapy.

Coel 4 THE 08
CReMms oA
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STEREQTYPES AND AGGRESSIVE HUMOR

We can see stereotyping very clearly in jokes about nationalities, races, occupations, sexual ori-
entations, and religions, Stereotypes are positive, neutral, or negative beliefs people have about
group members. In jokes about stereotypes, the content tends to be negative. I offer some jokes and
humeorous texis that involve stereotypes.

The United Nazions asked a number of different nationalities to write books about elephants.
They receive the following books. The French write a book titled The Love Life of Elephants. The
English write The Elephant and English Social Classes. The Germans write a five-volume series
titled A Short Introduction to the History of the Elephant. The ltalians write The Elephant and the
Renaissance. The Americans write How to Raise Bigger and Better Elephants. And the lsraelis write
Elephants and the Jewish Question.

Two men and a woman are shipwrecked on a desert island. If they are Spanish, the men will fight
aduel and the survivor gets the girl. If French, one man becomes the husband, and the other the
lover. If English. nothing will happen becautse no one is there to introduce them so they won’t
speak. If ltalian, they will play cards to decide who will have the girl. If Greek, they will start
fighting over politics and forget the girl. If Turks, one wili have the front way and the other the
back passage.

A ship goes down in the Pacific. Nobody survives except two men and awoman. They

save themselves on a small island. What happens if the two men are Italian? One murders
the other in order to possess the woman for himseif. If they are Frenchmen, they live
peacefulily a trois. If they are English or Germans, then the men move to another island and
leave the woman alone. If they are Russians, they set a bottle afloat for Moscow for further
instructions.
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All of these jokes are slurs on different nationalities. A good deal of stereotyped humor is rauch nas-
tier and more hostile than these jokes, such as those about Poles and Jewish American princesses. Jokes
and riddles play an important part in spreading stereotypes, along with films and television programs
that use stereotypes as a quick way of showing character behavior and motivation.

Over the many decades since Freud started investigating the human psyche, there have been many
new developments in psychoanalytic theory. in their book Freud and Beyond: A History of Modern
Psychoanalytic Thought, Stephen A. Mitchell and Margaret }. Black (1996) write,

Very little of the way Freud understood and practiced psychoanalysis has remained simply
intact, The major pillars of his theorizing—instinctual drives, the centrality of the Oedipus
complex, the motivational primacy of sex and aggression—have all been challenged and
fundamentally rransformed in contemporary psychoanalytic thought.
And Freud’s basic technical principles-—analytic neutrality, the sys-
tematic frustration of the patient’s wishes, a regression of an infantile
neurosis—-have likewise been reconceptualized, revised, and trans-
formed by current clinicians. (p. xvii)

In psychoanalytic theory. as in all theories, there have been a number
of reconceptualizations and transformations, but Freud's ideas and his
pioneering discoveries still remain at the heart of the enterprise for media
critics. We turn now to the work of one of the other giants in psychoanalytic
theory, Carl jung.

CariJung is, after Freud, probably the most important psychoanalytic theorist. He was originally
associated with Freud but moved away from Freud’s ideas and founded his own school of analytic
psychology. Jung elaborated a number of concepts that have led to different ways of helping people
and, for our purposes, of analyzing texts. The following are some of these concepts. -

Archetypes

An archetype is a universal theme found, according to Jung, in dreams, myths, religions, and works of
art. Archetypes exist independent of the personal unconscious of individuals. They are connected, Jung

FREUD AND BEYOND

JUNGIAN PSYCHOANALYTIC THEORY
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theorized. o past history and an alleged coliective unconscious found in all people. Junigians argue we
become aware of them only as the result of images that come to us in dreams, works of art, or every-

day emotional experiences that connect us to them in ways that, suddenly, we recognize. As jung (1964)
explains,

What we properly call instincts are physiological urges, and are perceived by the senses. But
at the same time, they also manifest themselves in fantasies and often reveal their presence
only by symbolic images. These manifestations are what [ call the archetypes, They are with-
out known origin; and they reproduce themselves in any time or in any part of the world—
even where transmission by direct descent or “cross fertilization” through migration must be
ruled out. (p. 69}

jung suggests that “the hero figure is an archetype, which has existed since time immemorial” (p. 73),
and so the same applies to the myth of paradise or of a past “golden age,” when people lived in peace and
abundance.

The Collective Unconscious

The source of Jung's archetypes is what he describes as the collective unconscious. As Jung (1964)
explains, making an analogy with instincts,

We do not assume that each new-born animal creates its own instincts as an individual acgui-
sition, and we must not suppose that human individuals invent their specific human ways
with every new birth. Like the instincts, the collective thought
patterns of the human mind are innate and inherited. They
function, when the occasion arises, in more or less the same
way inallof us. {p. 75)

This explains, Jungians argue, why miyths are universal and certain
themes and motifs are found in works of art throughout history
and everywhere in the world. lung’s notions about archetypes. the
collective unconscious, and the universality of myths, I should add,
are very controversial, and many psychologists and others take
issue with them. It is impossible to demonstrate, for instance, thata
coliective unconscious actually exists,

The Myth of the Hero

Heroes, which are archetypes and manifestations of the collective unconscious, play an important role
in Jungian thought. As one prominent Jungian, Joseph L. Henderson (1964), notes,

The myth of the hero is the most common and the best-known myth in the world. We find itin
the classicat mythology of Greece and Rome, in the Middle Ages, in the Far East, and among
contemporary primitive tribes. It also appears in our dreams.
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These hero myths vary enormously in detail, but the more closely one examines them the
more one sees that structurally they are very similar. They have, that is to say, a universal pat-
tern, even though they were developed by groups or individuals without any direct cultural
contact with each other. Over and over again one hears a tale describing a hero’s miraculous
but humble birth, his early proof of superhuman strength, his rapid rise to prominence or
power, his triumphant struggle with the forces of evil, his fallibility to the sin of pride (hybris),
and his fall through betrayal or a “heroic” sacrifice that ends in his death. (p. 110)

This description applies to so-called tragic heroes. Most heroes, especially those found in the mass
media, generally don't succumb to the sin of pride; they usually survive to fight, in endless succes-
siorl, new villains, who keep appearing with incredible regularity. The myth of the hero. according to
Henderson, has the function of helping individuals develop consciousness of their ego, which enables
them to deal with problems they confroni as they grow older. Heroic figures help young people with
problems of separation and individuation from their parents and other tutelary figures, which explains
why heroes are found throughout history and why they are so important.

The Shadow Element in the Psyche

What fjungians call the shadow refers to the dark side of the human psyche, which we generally keep
hidden from consciousness, although it is something we must eventually recognize and deal with.
Henderson (1964} explains Jung's understanding of the shadow:

Dr. Jung has pointed out that the shadow cast by the conscious mind of the individual con-
tainsthe hidden, repressed, and unfavorable (or nefarious) aspects of the personality. But this
darkness is not just the simpie converse of the conscious ego. Just as the ego contains unfavor-
able and destructive attitudes, so the shadow has good qualities—normal instincts and cre-
ative impuises. Ego and shadow, indeed, although separate, are inextricably linked together
inmuch the same way that thought and feeling are related to each other. (p. 110}

There is, then, according to Jungians, a battle for deliverance between the shadow and the ego that
occurs in the psyche. Heroes provide the means (or are the vehicles) by which, symbolically, the ego
“liberates the mature man from a regressive longing to return to the btissful state of infancy ina world
dominated by his mother” (Henderson, 1964, p. 111).

Freudians do not use this concept, but it is easy to see that it is vaguely analogous to what they
describe as the unconscious. The struggle for dominance between the shadow and the ego may be com-
pared with the battle that Freudians assert goes on between the id and the superego, which the ego tries
to mediate. Jung’s shadow seems to be more negative than Freud's id, but both are considered to be the
source of creative activity.

The Anima and the Animus

i

In Jungian thought, the anima represents the female element found in all maies, and the animus rep-
resents the male element found in alf females. This duality, according to Jungians, is symbolized in
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hermaphrodites (people with sexual organs of both sexes) and in witches, priestesses, medicine men,
and shamans. M.-L. von Franz {1964), a Jungian theorist, discusses the anima and animus in terms of
their impact on personality, the arts, and related phenomena:

The most frequent manifestation of the anima takes the form of erotic fantasy. Men may be
driven to nurse their fantasies by looking at filtns and strip-tease shows, or by day-dreaming
over pornographic material. This is a crude, primitive aspect of the anima, which becomes
compulsive only when a man does riot sufficiently culitivate his feeling refationships—when
his feeling attitude toward life has remained infantile. (pp. 179-180)

Von Franz suggests that the anima has a positive side, however, that enables men to do such things
as find the right marriage partner and explore their inner values, leading them to more profound
insights into their own psyches. The animus functions in much the same way for women. It is
formed, von Franz suggests, essentially by the woman’s father and can have positive and negative
influences. it can lead to coldness, obstinacy, and hypercritical behavior, but, conversely, it can help
awoman to develop inner sirength, to take an enterprising approach to life, and to relate to men in
positive ways.

A useful summary of Jung’s theories and contributions can be found in Ellis Cashmore and Chris
Rojek’s Dictionary of Cultural Theorists (1399);

For Jung, as for Freud, a basic part of his analytical process was based upon dream analy-
sis, and he published extensively on this topic. jung also considered and delined the process
of individuation as the path to individual self-knowledge, According to Jung, everyone has
an innate desire to achieve this sell-realization, and the prevention of this through external
influences {(from other people in close contact with the individual or from societal pressures)
is the root cause of an individual's dysfunctional behavior. According to Jung, a person’s
personality can be described in terms of the persona and shadow: the persena represent-
ing the mask which mediates between a person and the world and the shadow representing
that part of the personality which the individual will not altow himself or herself to express.
An individual also has both a mascuiine and feminine side, labeled arimus and anima. For
a man the masculine side (animus} is resident in the conscious mind with the anima being
present in the unconscious, while for a woman, the reverse is the case. In his later career,
Jung became extremely interested in and knowledgeable concerning the religions, myths
and rituals of primitive societies and, as a result, after his break with Freud, he became more
concerned with the interpretation of society rather than individual psychology. . . . Much of
his later work has a mystical aspect to it and this aspect of his work has led to a resurgence in
popularity in Jungian psychology in recent years among alternative communities. Indeed,
the psychology of Jung provides much of the foundations of “New Age” psychology and spiri-
tuality. (p. 262)

Jung published many books over the course of his long career. One of the most accessible is the book
from which many of the quotations in this chapter are found, Man and His Symbols (1964).
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PSYCHOANALYTIC ANALYSIS OF MEDIA: A CAUTIONARY NOTE

A subject as vast and complicated as the psyche poses enormous problems for a writer who wants
to suggest how psychoanalytic concepts can be applied to analyzing the mass media. As with any
other subject, there is always the problem of oversimplification and reductionist thinking. In this
chapterT have attempted to suggest how the most fundamental concepts in psychoanalytic litera-
ture can be applied to the media—how they may help us to understand human motivation and per-
haps also our reactions to what we read, see, and hear.

Because there are so many competing schools of psychoanalytic thought, and because the general
public, which is not familiar with many of the concepts used by psychoanalytic thinkers, is often hostile
to these concepts, psychoanalytic criticism is a difficult pursuit. But how else can we understand the
way King Kong or Star Trek or Hamlet (or any other work in print or film media) has the power to seize our
atrention and move us in prefound and interesting ways?

What Simon Lesser says about literature in Fiction and the Unconscious (1957) can be appHed to just
about all media:

The supreme virtue of psychoanalysis, from the point of view of its potential utility for liter-
ary study, is that it has investigated the very aspects of man’s nature with which the great-
est writers of fiction have been preoccupied: the emotional, unconscious or oniy partiy
comprehended bases of our behavior. Unlike other psychologies, but iike Sophocles and
Shakespeare, Tolstoy and Dostoevsky, Melvilie and Hawthorne, it has concerned itself with
the surging, non-rational forces which play so large a part in determining our destiny as well
as the part of our being which tries, often in vain, to control and direct them. It offers us a
systematic and weil-validated body of knowledge about those forces. (p. 15)

Lesser goes on, then, to say something about what we would cali the audience and the way it responds to
fiction and mediain general:

Itis my assumption that as we read we unconsciously undersiand at least some of a story’s
secret significance; to some extent our enjoyment is a product of this understanding.
But some readers go on to try to account for the effect a story has had upon them, and to
report what they discover. It is in connection with these later critical activities, which must
be sharply differentiated [ believe from the reading experience itself, that psychoanalytic
concepts are iikely to prove invaluable. They make it possible to deal with a portion of our
response which was not hitherto accessible to criticism—permit us to explain reactions
which were intuitive, fugitive and often non-verbal, and supply the key to the elements in the
story responsible for those reactions. (p. 15, italics in origina) '

To conclude, I would like to emphasize that my purpose in this chapter has been not to provide a
comprehensive review of psychoanalytic techniques but to propose the usefulness of psychoanalytic
criticism for helping us to understand and interpret both what we find car{ied by the mass media and our
responses to it-—a suggestion worth some thought.
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STUDY QUESTIONS AND TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION

1. What is meantby the unconscious?

2. The mentallife of a hurnan being is often compared to an iceberg. Draw this iceberg and show
how it can be understood to represent mental life.

3. How did Dichter explain the use of cigarette lighters? How does this explanation relate to the
psyche?

4. Listand discuss the four stages of development that people pass through, according to Freud.

5. Whart, according to Freud, are the characteristics of anal eroticism?

6. Contrast Freud's topographic hypothesis with his structurai hypothesis.

7. Whatis the Oedipus complex, and how has it been used to explain Shakespeare's Hamlet?

8. What did Freud say about symbols and how symboaols function in dreams?

9. Describe and explain condensation, displacement, and secondary elaboration.

10. List and briefly describe six of the most important defense mechanisms and tell what roles
they play.

11. How does the psyche handle guilt? How is humor related to this process?

12. What do Jungians believe about archetypes. the collective unconscious. the shadow, and the
anima and animus? Pretend you are a Jungian critic and offer a Jungian analysis of Star Wars
or some other text.

13. What cautions should one observe in approaching analysis of media (or anything else) from a
psychoanalytic perspective?
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Much of the debate about media in contemporary society has a sociotogical dimension, so this chapter
addresses, first, the sociological concepts that have the most immediate applicability to media analysis.
This is followed by a discussion of uses and gratifications theary that includes a list of some of the reasons
people use the mass media—that is, the uses and gratifications connected to the media. The chapter
ends with a discussion of content analysis and offers a simple content analysis exercise that may vield
interesting results.



CHAPTER 4

yociological Analysis

Someone once defined a sociologist as a person who tells everyone things they already know in lan-
guage they can't understand. I use the term sociological in this chapter in the broadest sense possible. The
focus here is on the social relationships of men and women, in contrast, for example, to psychological
matters such as the consciousness of individuals. We examine the public arts with a concern for human
interactions and personal relationships, asking, “Who does what to whom and why?” and “What pat-
terns are discernible in the materials we study?”

It is useful to differentiate sociology from other sociai sciences, such as anthropology, political
science, and psychology. by looking at the core concepts of these differing fields. The basic concern
in sociclogy is how groups and institutions function {institutions are generally understood to be
ways of patterning and ordanizing sccial life). The core concepts in psychology, as I have mentioned
previously, are the individual psyche and the unconscious. For anthropologists, the core concept is
culture; for political scientists, the core concepts are power and government. Disciplines are aiso
often combined, so we have social psychologists, political sociolegists, social anthropologists, and
soon,

Table 4.1 shows (in kighly simplilied form) the core concepts found in four of the social sciences and
the terms used by social scientists in these areas [or the processes through which individuals are turned
into members of society. These processes don't always take place in all individuals; thus we speak of
peaple who are improperly socialized or who, because they have not received sufficient encuituration
into a given society (travelers or aliens, for example), experience “culture shock.”

Core Concepts and Processes in Four Social Sciences

Political

Core concept Groups, Psyche, Power, Culture

institutions consciousness government
Process Socialization Identification indoctrination Enculturation

99
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The term sociology was coined by French philosopher Auguste
Comte (1798~1857), who conceived of it as a means of intedrat-
ing theoretical and practical knowledge about human beings. The
purpose of sociology is, according to Comite, "to know in order to
predictin order to control,” Comte wanted to discover the laws by
which people live, so that a rational and humane social order could
be established. Since Comte’s time, sociology has evolved, and we
find sociologists studying everything from collective behavior, devi-
ance, and religion to the ways bureaucracies function and how social
change occurs.

Emile Durkheim

EMILE DURKHEIM ON QUR SOCIAL NATURE

Emile Durkheim, one of the most important sociological theorists and one of the founding fathers
of French sociology, offers an important insight into the relationship between individuals and
societies. An individual's intellectual activity is not as rich or as complex as a society’s intellectual
activity, because a society’s thought is enriched by historical tradition. Durkheim points out that
the individual has a complex relfationship to society. He writes about this relationship in his classic
study The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life (1915/1965):

There are two beings in him: an individual being which has its foundation in the organism and
the circle of whose activities is therefore strictly limited, and a social being which represents
the highest reality in the intellectual and moral order that we can know by observation--{
mean society. This duality of our nature has as its consequence in the practical order, the irre-
ducibility of a motral ideal to a utilitarian motive, and in the order of thought, the irreducibility
of reason to individual experience. In so far as he belongs to society, the individual transcends
himself, both when he thinks and when he acts. (p. 29}

For Durkheim, then, each of us is “"double.” We are members of society and therefore in society, but, on
the other hand, society is in us. Each of us has our own physicai body and personality—that is, we are
individuals—but we also are social animals who are members of society. And although we may not be
aware of it, much of what we think is influenced by our societal membership.

According to Durkheim, the ideas we have are, to a large degree, shaped by what we are taught in
school and by the way we are socialized by our peers, parents, priests, and [avorite pop stars. So there
is a strong social dimension to our thinking, even if we believe that somehow we are “setf-made” men
and women and that society is just an abstraction that has little impact on our lives. We should keep
Durkheim'’s insight into the relationship between the individual and society in mind when we consider
the role the mass media piay in our lives and in our societies.

A more contemporary sociologist, Pierre Bourdieu, professor of sociology at the Collége de France,
makes a similar argument. In his book Sociology in Question he writes (19973),
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Sociology reveals the idea of personal opinion (like the idea of personal taste) is an illusion.
From this it is concluded that sociology is reductive, that it disenchants, that it demobilizes
people by taking away ail their illusions. ... If it is true that the idea of personal opinion itself is
socially determined, thatitis a product of history reproduced by education, that our opinions
are determined, then it is better te know this; and if we have some chance of having personal
opinions, itis perhaps on condition that we know our opinions are not spontanecusty so. {p. 27)

This notion, that our opinions and taste are socially determined, strikes many people as far-fetched or
absurd. But itis central to sociological theory. We should keep Bourdieu's discussion of opinion and taste
in mind when we analyze texts since our analyses are tied to our personal history. our socioeconomic
class, and other such phenomena. The same argument is made by many feminists who argue that gender
is socially determined and not natural and by other social scientists that race is socially constructed.

In the remainder of this chapter, 1 first discuss some of the basic concepts and tools of analysis that
sociologists use when they study societies, These concepts and tools enable us to see things we might
have neglected previously. For example, take the concept of roles. Only in recent years have media crit-
ics paid much attention to the roles given to women in films and television programs, as well as to such
related matters as the numbers of women relative to the number of men seen in these media, the ages
of the women portrayed, and what happens to them. An understanding of some important sociological
concepts can help an analystexamine the mass media in new ways.

Following this discussion of basic concepts, [ address the gratifications the public arts offer to pecple and
the needs people meet through their use of the mass media. In recent years there hasbeen a good deal of inter-
est in this uses-and-gratifications approach (sometimes also called the needs-and-gratifications approach).
The focus here is on how people use the media and the gratifications the media offer them. I suggesta number
of needs and gratifications that are met by the public arts; this list may shed some light on why certain televi-
sion programs, films, and other media products are so popuiar, as well as the roles they might play in society.

The chapter ends with a discussion of a standard sociological technique, content analysis. In conduct-
ing content analysis, researchers use statistical methods to make inferences about what they find in the
media. Take the matter of violence in children’s television programs as an example. Once we decide on
a working definition of violence, we can examine a sampling of children’s television programs and count
the incidents of violence we find. This enables us to move from saying, “There’s a lot of violence on chil-
dren’s television,” to something like, “There are X incidents of violence per hour on children’s television.”

Frequently, researchers using content analysis adopt a historical frame of reference. They might
examine, for instance, earlier samples of children’s programs in order to make comparisons concerning
the violence they contain. Using content analysis techniques, researchers can determine whether there
is more violence in children’s television programs now than there was at some earlier time. [f there is
more violence now, what does that mean?

SOME BASIC CONCEPTS

Following are brief discussions of some fundamental sociofogical concepts, all of which can be
applied to analysis of the public arts. The explanations are as concise as I can make them; I hope
that in my effort to be clear | have not oversimplified matters too greatly. Try to apply these terms to
characters in films and television shows and to the styles of texts you find interesting, Is Spider-Man
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alienated or anomic or both? What role do socioeconomic class and stereotyping play in situation
comedies or the many British television series broadcast on National Public Television? What are the
functions, lazent and manifest, of televised footbali programs? Are certain races and ethnic groups
overrepresenied or underrepresented in the mass media? What roles are women generally given in
texts? Are certain pop singers like Madonna or Lady Gaga deviant?Is a fiim such as Cloud Atlas post-
modern? Keep questions like these in mind as you read my discussion of some of the more impor-
tant concepts of sociclogical thought and think about how you can apply them to various texts.

Alienation

Alienation means, literally, “no ties” and refers to a feeling of estrangement and separation from others. A
person who is alienated feels like a stranger (or alien), with no connections to his or her society. Feelings
of alienation are connected, in many instances, to the bureaucracies that develop in organizations.
Bureaucracies are often necessary to deal with large numbers of people in a fair and efficient manner,
but they are also impersonal and tend to generate feelings of alienation. Students in large universities, for
example, are frequently known to the administration only by their social security numbers, and our lan-
guagde concerning students also has an alienating rone. We sometimes talk about young men and wemen
as being “college material,” for instance.

We can use the concept of alieration to understand the behavior of characters in texts such as Death
of a Salesman, the cult television show The Prisoner. and social groups and subcultures (teenagers, puak
rockers, and s0 on). When we apply this concept we must connect it, very specifically, to acts of charac-
ters or the behaviors of groups and subcultures.

Anomie

The word ahomie is derived from the Greek word nomos, meaning “norms.” It means, literally, no ()
norms (nomos). Ancmie and alienation are not the same. A group of thieves, for example, might have
a strong sense of fellowship and thus not be alienated, but because they have no respect for the laws of
society, they would be described as anomic. In Masters of Sociological Thought, Lewis A. Coser explains
what Emile Durkheim described as anomie. Coser writes (1971):

When social regulations break down, the controlling influence
of society on individual propensities is no longer effective and
individuals are left to their own devices. Such a state of affairs
Durkheim calls anomie, a term that refers to a condition of rela-
tive normlessness in a whole society or in some of its compoenent
groups. Anomie does not relate to a state of mind, but a property
of the social structure. It characterizes a condition in which indi-
vidual desires are no longer regulated by common norms, and
where, as a consequence, individuals are left without moral guid-
ance in the pursuit of their goals. (pp. 132-133)

One way societies attempt to deal with anomie is by setting up rules of conduct
in life, and to facilitate this, they develop bureaucracies, our next important
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sociological concept. Merbers of criminal gangs are anomic, but they are not alienated, in that they belong to
closely knit groups that have strong bonds between members. One of the reasons gangs are so difficult to deal
with is that members join them to escape from alienation.

Bureaucracy

As society becomes larger and more complex, it becomes increasingly difficult to reguiate, and keeping
things running with any degree of efficiency can be a problem. Bureaucracies are collections of more or
less anonymous people who follow fixed rules and routines in running organizations. Bureaucracies are
typically characterized by hierarchies of authority, impersonal handling of problems, and a great deal of
red tape.

Max Weber, the great German sociologist, suggested that as societies evolve and become more com-
plex, they move from being led by charismatic individuals to being led by politicians and bureaucrats
in what he described as a “rational-legal system.” One of the inevitable by-products of bureaucracies is
depersonalization, which results in a sense of powerlessness and alienation. Qur anxieties about bureau-
cracies inform the narratives of many books, television programs, and films, including Kafka's classic
novels The Trial and The Castle, the television series The Prisoner, and the film The Matrix and its sequels.

Socioeconomic Class

A class is a group of people with something in common. When used in a sociological context, the term
usually refers to socioeconomic class—a person’s class level or place in the hierarchy of classes in soci-
ely. W. Lloyd Warner (1953), a distinguished sociologist and anthropologist, has suggested six classes in
American society: upper-upper, lower-upper, upper-middle, lower-middle, upper-lower, and lower-lower.
Warner estimates the distribution of membership in these classes in the United States as follows:

Upper-upper, 1.4%

Lower-upper, 1.6%

Upper-middle, 10%
Lower-middle, 28 %
Upper-lower, 33%

Lower-lower, 25%

Warner suggests that the lower-middle and upper-lower classes constitute the “common man.” Although
these figures are dated, they give an idea of the class makeup of U.S. society thatis still fairly accurate.
Socioeconoemic class is determined by a number of components, including education, income, and
occupation, and different social classes have different tifestyles, ways of raising children, and values.
Asof the early 1980s, it was estimated that the weaithiest 1% of American famifies owned more than 40%
ol all the corporate stock in the country, and the top 0% controlled atmost 70% of the total wealth. This 10%
owned around half the value of all real estate and more than 90% of corporat'e stocks and business assets and
bonds. There were approximately 80 million families in the United States at that time, but 400,000 households
contrelled 27% of the wealth. Since these figures were compiled, the concentration of wealth has increased.
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Interms of income, the lowest 25% of American families have been losing ground. The middle class has also
been losing ground, as wages—in terms of real income—have been static in the last 10 years or so.

Thus, although many Arnericans tend to think of the United States as an essentially “classless” or
“all-middie-class” society, it is actually very much a highly stratified, class-based society. Although a
substantial middle class exists, members of the economic elite in the United States definitely have enor-
mous political power,
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Culture

In recent years, scholars’ interest in the concept of culture has grown considerably. A field of inquiry
known as cultural studies, for example, has become a very important part of many universities’ curri-
cula, especially in media studies, communication, and literature departments. Stuart Hall, a British com-
munication scholar, explains why we've become so interested in culture in the introduction to his book
Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices (1997).

What has come 1o be called “the cultural turn” in the social and human sciences, especially in
cultural studies and the sociology of culture, has tended to emphasize the importance of mean-
ing to the definition of culture. Culture, it is argued, is net so much a set of things—novels and
paintings or TV programmes and comics~—as a process, a set of practices. Primarily, culture
is concerned with the production and the exchange of meanings—the “giving and taking of
meaning”—between the members of a society or group. To say that two people belong to the
same culture is to say that they interpret the world in roughly the same ways and can express
themselves, their thoughts and feelings about the world, in ways which will be understood by
each other. . .. Itis participants in a culture who give meaning to people, objects and events.
Things “in themselves” rarely if ever have one, single, fixed and unchanging meaning. (pp. 2-3}

This means that learning how to interpret and anatyze our culture’'s mass-mediated texts, the content
of the mass media, is a way of learning about our culture and, indirectly, because we are members of
this culture, about curselves. Notice also that Hall's perspective is essentially semiotic, focusing on the
importance of signifying processes and meaning. Hail is talking about the anthropological definition of
culture, which roughly deals with how people live and transmit their pictures of the world and ways of
doing things from generation to generation.

Another definition of culture involves the arts. Postmodernists don't make any distinction between
what are commonly known as elite culture and popular culture, but most scholars do. Elite culture refers
to art forms such as opera, ballet, symphonic music, poetry, and what might be called “serious” novels
and other literature; popular culture refers to mass-mediated texts such as sitcoms, radio and television
commercials, print advertising, genre novels (science fiction, romance, western, detective), various
kinds of pop music (country-western, rock, hip-hop), and sports contests. It is important to understand
both kinds of culture, [would suggest, if we want to understand the fundamental beliefs and values
foundinasociety. ‘

In recent decades, a field of inquiry known as cultural studies has developed in which scholars
use many discipiines to analyze media, culture, and anything else of interest to them. Media Analysis
Technigues can be seen as a contribution to this field in that it uses a number of disciplines in the humani-
ties and social sciences to analyze texts and mass-mediated culture.

Deviance

Deviance refers to behavioral patterns different from typical or conventional (some would say normai)
ones. Atritudes toward different forms of deviance change over time. For instance, homosexuality was
once considered criminal, later defined as deviant, and now is accepted as a natural phenomenon by
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most people. Deviance generates anxiety in people because it forces them
to consider the validity of their own practices as well as their own attitudes
about what is normal.

Elites

Eiites are at the top of the social pyramid, the upper-class and lower-upper-
class people who hold positions of power, are afftuent, and generally work
in professional or executive occupations. (The opposite of elites are com-
mon men and women ) It has been documented that the heroes on televi-
sion tend to be relatively young, well-educated, White professionals; the
entertainment media present very few working-class heroes. We might
wonder what effects this overrepresentation of elites has on the viewing
audience.

Ethnicity

Ethnicify is conventionally understood to mean certain cultural traits, religious beliefs, and traditions
that distinguish groups in society. In the Unijted States, people whose grandparenis or parents were
from foreign countries—groups such as Italians, Poles, Germans, Finns, Jews (who are a special case),
Chinese. Vietnamese, Mexicans, and countiess other groups—are considered to have an ethnic identity.
They are often identified as Italian Americans, Polish Americans, and so on. In the past. many people
inthe United States tried to camouflage their ethnic identities, but today ethnic pride is more common,
Ethnic groups are often stereotyped in the media, but this practice is now under attack. Ethnicity is often
confused with race.

Functionalism

Sociologists say that something is functional when it contributes to the maintenance and stability of
whatever entity it is part of; likewise, something is dysfunctional if it is destabilizing or destructive. If
something has no particular effect on the entity of which itis a part, it is said to be nonfunctional. The fact
thar something may be both functional and dysfunctional complicates matters. For example, television
in general may be functional in that it provides a great deal of information to people, helps fuel consump-
tion, and stresses certain values, but it may be dysfunctional in that it portrays some types of people in
negative roies, suggests that the world is more violent than it really is, and creates feelings of anxiety and
discontent in people who cannot afford all of the good (and bad) things advertised. Functional analysis
has a conservative bias in that it emphasizes the maintenance and stability of society instead of focusing
on changes that might be made.

We can also examine phenomena in terms of whether their functions are intended or unintended,
conscious or unconscious. Thus the manifest function of television news programs might be to inform,
whereas the latent function of these programs might be to indoctrinate viewers with certain political val-
ues and beliefs. Reporters and newscasters, [ shouid point out, may not be aware they are indoctrinating
people; they may believe all they are doing is reporting the news.
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Media analysts are interested in the roles that individual performers play in texts and in the roles
assigned to women, members of ethnic and racial minorities, old and young people, and representa-
tives of other groups (sexual, political, religious, socioeconomic) as well. Viewers of [ilms and television
programs often identify with the heroes and hercines in these texts and incorporate what they see in
creating their own identities. Many observers believe the mass media generate a considerable amount of
*social teaching.”

Many critics argue that the roles women play in the media are often demeaning. Women are all
too frequently treated only as sexual objects, used for display, or portrayed as dummies who det
excited about some brand of toiiet paper. They are much less often shown as professionals or other
productive citizens who should be taken seriously. Frequently, they appear only as passive figures
that react to the initiatives of others, usually males. Such roles give audience members images of
what women are like and how they should be treated that can have negative consequences, not only
for women but for men as well. If space here permitted, 1 could also discuss the negative ways in
which Blacks, Asians, Latinos, jews, disabled persons, and members of countless other groups are
portrayed in the media.

When media analysts look at roles in the media from a sociological perspective, then, they must
examine the roles assigned to people (who must be seen as representatives of social groups) and the
impacts media dissemination of these roles might have on individuals and on society in general.

Another concept of interest in the area of functionalism is that of functional alfernatives. Sociologists
use this idea to explain situations in which, for example, an original insticution loses its viability (to some
extent} and is replaced by a substitute institution. According to functionalist theory, institutions are Cre-
ated and evolve because certain things have to be done to keep a society operating properly. If a given
institution ne longer works, something must be found to take its place. Let us assume, for example, that
people have a need for some kind of religious experience, some form of connection with powers beyond
the human, This need, in the United States, has traditionally been taken care of by crganized religions.
But as mainline organized religions have lost popularity, something else has been needed to take their
place, and professional football has to a degree filled that function. Professional football might be seen,
from this perspective, as a functional alternative to organized religion. (1 discuss this idea in more detail
inChapter 6.)

The aspects of functional analysis may be summarized as follows:

® Functional: maintains an organization, society, or the like

e Dysfunctional: destabilizes an organization, society, or the like

e Nonfunctional: plays no role

o Manifest function: intended and recognized by people

e Latent function: notintended and not recognized by people

e Functional alternative: substitute for original institution, practice

Lifestyle

Lifestyle is a comprehensive term that covers a person’s tastes in tashion, cars, entertainment and recre-
ation, literature, and related matters. Style suggests fashion, and lifestyleis used to describe how people
fashion their lives. Our lifestyles are often connected to our socioeconomic ciass and are reflected in
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our “images.” Mary Douglas, in her article on shopping (1997) and in other writings, uses the concept to
distinguish between four competing lifestyles—individualists, hierarchists, egalitarians, and fatalists—
that shape our behavior in various areas of life.

People’s lifestyles are the sum of their various taste decisions: the kinds of cars they drive, the breeds
of dogs or cats they own, the magazines they read (or at least display on their coffee tables), where they
live, what their homes are like (how big, the colors of the walis, the kinds of furniture), their occupa-
tions, the kinds of food they eat and the restaurants they frequent, the kinds of vacations they take—the
list is endiess. All of these phenomena tend to be class specific and are reflections of an individual’s so-
called levei of sophistication. The institution that tutors us about these matters is advertising, one of the
basic functions of which is to make sure, to the extent it can, that expenditure always rises to meet, if not
exceed, income.

Marginalization

Marginalization is the process by which
individuals and groups with (in some
cases deviant) values and beliefs that
differ from the norm in societies are
delegitimated and given secondary
status. This may invoive being ignored,
being persecuted, or both. As the
United States becomes an increasingly
diverse and segmented multicultural
society containing numerous linguis-
tic, racial, sexual, and other subcul-
tures, there is some question as to
whether dominant elites and majority
members will continue to be able to marginalize members of “out groups” and subcultures with dif-
ferent demographics. ‘

Mass Communication and Mass Media

Sociologists and communication scholars distinguish between mass communication and mass
media. We live in an age in which mass communication is held to be of major importance in our
lives. Mass communication involves the use of mass media—print media such as newspapers and
magazines and electronic media such as radio, television, and film (and now the Internet)—to com-
municate with large numbers of people at the same time. These media reach peopte in groups or
individually.

Sociologists have developed numerous models to explain how mass communication works. These
models are highly abstract representations of the process of communication, the role of media in com-
munication, and related concerns. One of the most famous of these is Harold Lasswell’s theory, which
asks, “Who? Says what? In which channel? To whom? With what effect?” (qtd. in McQuail & Windahl,
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1993, p. 13). Communication researchers debate whether the mass media are weak or powerful and
what effects they have on individuals and societies.

Mass Society

A number of years ago, some sociclogists argued that the United States had become what they described
as a mass society—that is, a society in which large numbers of people live in given areas but have little
involvement with one another, making them susceptible to manipulation. As Herbert Blumer, a promi-
nent sociologist, wrote in 1936,

[The mass] has no social organization, no body of custorns and traditions, no established
setof rules or rituals, no organized group of sentiments, no structure or status roles, and no
established leadership. It merely consists of an aggregation of individuals who are separate,
detached, ancnymous. (Qtd. in Friedson, 1953, p. 314)

Many social scientists today do not accept this notion of a mass
society; they assert that it is based on theory and not on the ways
people behave in contemporary societies. Let me offer an exampte that
suggests the mass society thesis is incorrect: Janice Radway’s work on
readers of romance novels.

Radway’s book, Reading the Romance: Women, Patriarchy, and Popular
Literature {1991), Is a study of romance novel readers that began as a way
of discovering the uses and gratifications romance novels offer readers.
After spending some time with romance readers, Radway changed her
focus:

What the book gradually became, then, was less an account
of the way romances as texts were interpreted than of the way
romance reading as a form of behavior operated as a complex
intervention in the ongoing social life of actual social subjects,
women who saw themselves first as wives and mothers. (p. 7)

Her research, she writes, was influenced by the cultural studies movement at the Birmingham
University Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies, which used ethnographic field studies as a means
of finding out how people used and were affected by mass media.

She offers some observations about the ability readers have to resist the power of those who contrel
the media:

Ifwe canlearn, then, to look at the ways in which various groups appropriate and use the
mass-produced art of our culture, [ suspect we may well begin to understand that although
the ideological power of conternporary cultural forms is Enormous, indeed sometimes even
frightening, that power is not yet all-pervasive, totally vigilant, or complete. Interstices still
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exist within the social fabric where opposition is carried
on by people who are not satisfied by their place within it
or by the restricted material and emotional rewards that
accompany it. {p. 222}

By studying a group of romance novel readers, Radway
learned it is possible, and perhaps often the case, that people are
able to resist the power of mass media to shape their own con-
sciousness. In this regard, consider what happened in Eastern
European couniries when the Soviet Union broke apart. Even
though the people who lived in these countries had been sub-
jected to something like 40 years of constant procommunist
media propaganda, when they realized they could do so without fear of a Red Army invasion, they
threw out the communist leaders who had been ruling them and established democratic forms of
government.

FopRie TAMEsed

Postmodernism

The term postmodernism has been defined in so many ways that some scholars suggest it can mean
anything you want it to mean. According to some critics, postmodernism has had profound effects
on U.S. culture and society and has played a major role in shaping Americans’ consciousness.
Fredric Jameson (1991), a literature professor at Duke University, has suggested that postmodernism
is a “cultural dominant” that represents the latest stage of capitalism. Others take issue with this
notion.

One of the best descriptions of postmodernism comes from sociologist Todd Gitlin (1989):

It self-consciously splices genres, attitudes, styles. It relishes the blurring or juxtaposition of
forms (fiction-nonfiction), stances (straight-ironic), moods {violent-comic), cultural levels
{high-tow).

One postmodernist trope is the list, as if culture were a darage sale, so it isappropriate to evoke
postmodernism by offering a list of examples, for better or worse: Michaei Graves’ Portland
Building, Philip Johnson’s AT&T, and hundreds of more or less skillful derivatives; Robert
Rauschenberg’s silk screens; Andy Warhol's multiple-image paintings, photo-realism . . .|
Disneyland, Las Vegas, suburban strips, shopping malls, mirror-glass office building facades;
William Burroughs, Tom Wolfe, Donald Barthelme, Monty Python, [xon DeLillo, Joe Isuzu
“He's Lying” comumercials, Philip Glass, Star Wars, Spalding Gray, David Hockney, . . . Max
Headroom, David Byrne, Twyla Tharpe (chereographing Beach Boys and Frank Sinatra songs),
Italo Calvino. (pp. 52--53)

What this list points out is the extent to which our consciousness has been shaped by postmodernism.
If the postmodernist theorists are correct, many Americans who have never even heard the term
postmodernism (although it is showing up now increasingly in popular magazinres and newspapers)
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are living, although they may not realize it, postmodern lives. To adopta
medical analegy, Gitlin's fist reflects the symptoms; postmodernism is the
disease.

Postmodernism has implications for our study of the media.
Postmodernists don’t accept the modernist notion of hierarchy in the arts
and reject the idea of an important difference between elite culture and
mass-mediated popular cutture. There are just arts, postmodernists sug-
gest, and one is as good as another, whether we are talking about operas,
symphonies, classic novels, romance noveis, or comic books. This means,
also, that originality is no longer considered important.

Pastiche is a dominant trope in postmodernism, and eclecticism
rules. This perspective is reflected in an observation from Jean-Francgois
Lyotard’s book The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge (1984

Eclecticism is the degree zero of contemporary general culture: one Hstens to reggae, watches
awestern, eats McDonald’s food for lunch and local cuisine for dinner, wears Paris perfume in
Tokyo and “retro” clothes in Hong Kong; knowledge is a matter for TV games. {p. 76)

If there are no overarching religious and philosophical beliefs to shape behavior, anything goes. Whether
this freedom to do anything you want to do and believe anything you want to believe is satisfying and
something on which human beings can build decent sccieties is another matter.

Lyotard points out that in the absence of aesthetic standards, the only thing important is the profit
that works of art yield, which suggests that although postmodernists seem to be indifferent to every-
thing, they are not indifferent to the value of the almighty dollar, euro, or whatever currency is used
where they live and work.

Race

Race is contentious. It was once defined as dealing with people with a common genetic heritage, and
three broad classifications were used: Negroid, Mongoloid, and Caucasoid. In recent years, we have
abandoned this kind of thinking. Race, it must be added, is not the same thing as ethnicity, which is con-
nected to nationality and not genetic makeup. I mention the subject of race because historically there has
been a considerable amount of racism in the public arts, and it is still a problerm.

In recent years, many scholars have argued that race is socially constructed. That is, race isnota
biological category—given that, genetically, human beings are all the same—but a sociological and
ideological one. These scholars also note that genetic variations make it difficult fo identify anyorne as a
member of a particular race, and racial identity is further complicated by such phencmena as migration
andintermarriage.

From a semiotic perspective, it can be said that we use the idea of race to deal with otherness, as a
lens through which to view people who look different from us and in many cases come from cultures
different from ours. All too often, unfortunately, we think of people different from us in terms of over-
generalizations known as stereotypes. [n American mass-mediated tex:s, African Americans as well as
members of many other ethnic and racial groups are underrepresented. When members of these groups
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do have roles in films and television shows, their roles are often stereotypical; thus it may be argued that
the media uitimately contribute to racist attitudes in their audiences.

in her book Black Looks: Race and Representation (1992}, social critic bell hooks (formerly Gloria
Watkins} addresses the way African Americans are portrayed in the media:

If we compare the relative progress African Americans have made in education and employment
to the struggle to gain control over how we are represented, particularty in the mass media, we see
that there has been little change in the area of representation. Opening a magazine or book, turning
onthe television set, watching a film, or tooking at phetographs in public spaces, we are most likely
to see the images of black people that reinforce and reinscribe white supremacy. Those images
may be constructed by white people who have not divested of racism or by people of color/black
people who may see the world through the lens of white supremacy—internalized racism. {p. 1)

Thus hooks asseris that the media victimize Black people in two ways: through images created
by White people who hold racist views and through {mages created by Black people who have
internalized the racist views of Whites. In both cases, however, this racism is unconscious and thus
not recognized. Most White people, hooks argues, get their unrealistic ideas of what Blacks are like
from images in mass-mediated texts, such as films and television programs, in which they play
certain roles. In addition, these images give Biack peopie a distorted view of themselves. The etection
of Barack Obama to the presidency has played a major role in the way people regard Black people now
and suggests that race is no longer a factor that prevents people of any race from becoming president.

Thus, although we may not be aware of it, media images have implicit social and ideological dimen-
sions. That is why it is so impertant for us to examine the reedia’s depictions of racial groups (and ethnic,
gender, and other groups) and to understand the ideological content of those depictions.

Social Role

We are alt familiar with the term role as it is used in theater, television, and film; the
concept of social role is in some ways similar. Social roles are formed by the behavior
we learn relating to expectations people have of us in specific situations. An individual's
social roles are determined, in part, by that person’s place in society. In the course of
a day, the average individual plays many roles: parent, worker, companion, and so on.
Aswe grow up, we learn—irom our parents, media, and other sources—how various
roles are to be played. Itis part of the socialization process. Adolescence in America (and
many other cotntries as well) is a period gererally characterized by “role experimenta-
tion” as young people try different roles as they seek to define themselves.

Sex and Gender

Sex and gender are important sociological concepts when linked te roles and some of the other concepts
discussed here. Many media critics argue that the mass media are sexist and have consistently assigned
women to destructive roles. Thisis certainly an important issue for media analysts to keep in mind.
Sociologist E, Barbara Phillips conducted an instructive content analysis. She analyzed the roles of
women portrayed in random selections from two magazines—Ms. and Family Circle—and discovered
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considerable differences between them. For example, the women who
were subjects of articles in Family Circle were all homemakers; Family
Circle included no articles about women involved in politics or social
concerns. The articles in Ms., on the other hand, didn't deal with any
wormen as homemakers (aithough many of the subjects were married
and had families), rather, they focused only on the ways women were
involved in social, cultural, and political life and public service. The
two magazines projected different roles for women, and, no doubt,
each helped to support and reinforce the value systems of its readers.
Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of
Identity (1990} is considered a major contribution to our undet-
standing of gender. in her preface to the book, she suggests that our
notions of gender aren’t as fixed as they used to be. She wtites:

Precisely because “female” no longer appears to be a stable
notion, its meaning is as troubled and unfixed as “woman,”
and because both terms gain their troubled significations only
as relational terms, this inquiry takes as its focus gender and the relational analysis it sug-
gests. Further, it is no longer clear that feminist theory ought to try to settle the questions of
primary identity in order to get on with the task of politics. (p. xxix)

Judith Butfer

Butler's book is not easy to read, but it offers a highly nuanced study of gender and, as she points out in
her discussion of writing the book, “It was cited as one of the founding texts of queer theory” (p. vii}.

Socialization

Socialization is the process by which people are taught the rules, roles, and values of their society. It may
be seen as a kind of indoctrination done formally through institutions such as the family, school system,
and church and informally through the media. What is important about informai socialization is that
people generally do not recognize they are being raught (some would say programmaed) what roles to play
and how to play them, what values to espouse, what attitudes to have, what goals to strive for, and so on.

There are two ways to get people to do what they are supposed to do—that is, to act in socially desirable
ways. One is to use force, but that is very difficult and very expensive. If you can get children to internalize
the values you want them to have, so that they act the way you wang them to act, then it is much easier
to create a stable society. As we grow up, we internalize rules and prohibitions depending on a number of
variables. such as the socioeconomic class into which we are born, the education of our parents our race,
our religious upbringing, our gender, and our psychological makeup.

Qur identities are shaped by what sociologists call our “sig-
nificant others”—our parents, siblings, teachers, and friends—who
give us feedback on who we are and what we are like. The feedback
we get from these significant others is connected to the cultures or
subcultures in which we are raised. As we grow up, we internalize
the dominant values of our society and social groups that are most
important for us, and we search for models to imitate.
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This is where the media come in. We unconsciousty, as we watch
television programs, read comic books, go to the movies, and otherwise
consume our daily media diet (now estimated at around 8 hours of media
exposure per day), find models to imitate. We internalize their values and
imitate, to varying extents, their behavior, A number of media critics have
suggested that most of the models we find in the media are not positive;
they assert that the impact of media exposure on our well-being and on
society’s need for order is primarily negative.

If we are indeed being socialized by the media, the question we must ask s,
“How does the violence that pervades mass-mediated texts, the woman-hating
tyrics found inso much rap music, and the sexploitation found in commercials
and print advertising affect us?” We may not be aware of this socialization and
may think of media content as nothing but entertainment, but such a dismis-
sive view, it may be argued, makes us all the more susceptibie to the media’s
influence. The media, we can suggest, reflect basic values and beliefs that
resonate with viewers of films and television shows and other kinds of media.

Clotaire Rapailie (2006), a French cultural anthropologist and marketing expert, wrote in The Culture
Code that nations imprint different codes into children, which shape their behavior in their adult lives.
As he explains, “Most of us imprint the meanings of the things most central to our lives by the age of
seven. This is because emotion is the central force for children under the age of seven” (p. 21). He argues
that three kinds of unconscious shape our behavior: a Freudian individual unconscious, a Jungian coilec-
tive unconscious, and a cultural uncoenscious, which represents the codes imprinted on us that shape our
behavior. He explains the relationship between codes as imprings:

An imprint and its Code are like a lock and its combination. If you have all the right num-
bers in the right sequence, you can open the lock. Doing so over a vast array of imprints has
profound implications. It brings to us the answer to one of our most fundamental questions:
why do we act the way we do? Understanding the Culture Code provides us with a remarkable
new tool—a new set of glasses, if you will, with which to view ourseives and our behaviors. It
changes the way we see everything around us. What'’s more, it confirms what we have always
suspected is true—that, despite our common humanity, people around the world really are
different. The Culture Code offers a way to understand how. (p. 11)

His book discusses differences between Americans and people in other cultures. One of the most
interesting differences is reflected in the way American and French people relate to cheese. The
American code for cheese is "dead,” and so they wrap it in plastic and store it in morgues known as
refrigerators, he explains. The French code for cheese is “alive,” and so the French store their cheese
in containers {cloches) and don't refrigerate it. Every culture has its codes, and finding the codes that
inform each culture helps us understand why people in that culture act the way they do.

Status

Status is often confused with role, but the two are different although connected. Status refers to the posi-
tion a person has in some group or organization and the prestige attached to that position. Status is thus
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associated with a person’s role. Within universities, for exarmple, full professors have more status than
assistant professors and play different roles. Within scciety in general, those who have certain occupa-
tions have great status {doctors, lawyers, professors, bankers). and those who work at “lesser” jobs have
little status (ditch diggers). Status is a powerful force in society used to control people in subtle ways.

Stereotypes

O’Sullivan, Hartley, Saunders, Monigomery, and Fiske (1994) define a stereotype in Key Concepts in
Communication and Cultural Studies as

the social classification of particular groups of people as often highly simplified and general-
ized signs, which implicitly or explicitly represent a set of values, judgments and assumptions
concerning their behavior, characteristics or history. {pp. 299-300)

Stereotypes can be positive, negative, or mixed, but regardiess, they give millions of people over-
simplified and sometimes pernicious images of Blacks, Jews, Frenchmen. doctors, police officers,
women—the list is endless. No matter what form they take-~raciat, occupational, sex role—stereotypes
are oversimplifications and overgeneralizations that minimize individual differences and tend to be
destructive. The media use them extensively, which feeds on notions pecple have about the groups being
stereotyped. As we have seen in the discusston of humor and sterectypes, they are often quite nasty and
frequently used in an attempt to mask aggdression.

Values

Values are the attitudes people have relative to what they believe to be desirable and undesirable, good and
bad; they cover a wide spectrum cof social phenomena, including sex, politics, and education. In indirect
ways, people’s values affect their behaviors, Media critics must be aware of the values demonstrated by char-
acters portrayed in mass-mediated productions and should examine what these values sugdest about society.

The preceding minicourse in sociological concepts is meant to alert you to some of the cortcerns sociolo-
gists (and other social scientists) have and their focus when examining the pub-
licarts. As I have pointed out, frequently it is useful to combine concepts, so we
might consider such matters as sex role sterectyping, socioeconomic class and
status, racism and sexism {and all the cther isms), and the values of deviants.
Readers interested in exploring these concepts in more detail and within the
structure of sociological theory in general should consult any standard intro-
ductory sociology textbook; also, the annotated bibliography at the end of this
chapter lists some important books that take a "media sociology” approach.

I should note here that media analysts need to bear in mind that they are
concerned with works of art when they examine sitcoms, soap operas, commer-
cials, and other genres found in the public arts. These texts cannot be considered
merely documents to be viewed in terms of their sociological content; analysts
must take other considerations into account as weli, stich as artistic conventions

and the difficulties involved in dealing with some artistic or creative personalities.
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HERBERT GANS ON TASTE CULTURES

Herbert Gans, a sociologist with an interest in media and popular culture, describes five “taste cul-
tures” in the United States. As he writes in his book Popular Culture and High Culture: An Analysis
and Evaluation of Taste (1974),

Isuggest that America is actually made up of a number of taste cultures, each with its own art, litera-
ture, music, and so forth, which differ mainty in that they express different aesthetic standards. . . .
The underlying assurnption of this analysis is that all taste cultures are of equal worth. . . . Because
taste cultures reflect the class and particularly education attributes of their publics, low culture is
as valid for poorly educated Americans as high culture is for well-educated ories, even if the higher
cultures are, in the abstract, better or more comprehensive than the lower cultures. (pp. X-xi}

These five taste cultures are the following:

high culture

upper-middle culture

lower-middle culture

low culture

quasi-foik low culture
This classification system is similar, in many respecfs, to the six socioeconomic classes W. Lloyd Warner
found when he analyzed American society.

In his book Gans lists some of the texts each of his taste cultures prefers. Keep in mind that the book

was published in 1974, so the texts mentioned are those that were popular in the sixties and early seven-
ties. Gans defended the media and popular culture preferences of the members of each of his taste cul-

tures and suggested that we shouldn't ook down on any of their choices, since each text was appropriate
for the people who belenged to each taste culture. The following are examples of each of the cultures.

High Culture
{Made up of serious writers, artists, and creative types and highly educated people in the upper and
upper-middle classes)

Formalistic modern music

Primitive art

Abstract expressionism

Finnegan’s Wake by James Joyce

Serious essays
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Upper-Middle Culture
(Made up of members of the upper-middle ctass, including professionals and executives from prestige
universities and colieges)
Time
Newsweek
Psychology Today
Biographies of achievers
Feminist books
The New Yorker
Harper’s
Vogue
Flayboy

Lower-Middle Culture
{(For Gans, the dominant taste culture in the United States. It is made up of lower-middle-class and lower-
class people in low-status professions or who hold the lowest-level white-collar jobs.)
Life
Look
Reader’s Digest
Saturday Evening Post
Novels by Harold Rebbins, Jacqueline Susann
Bonanza ‘
Allin the Family
Maude

Mary Tyler Moore Show

Low Culture

i
{Made up of lower-middle-class people, skilled and semiskilied factory and service workers, those with a
high school degree, and high school dropouts)
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Westerns

Lucille Bali
Lawrence Welk
Ed Sullivan Show
Beverly Hillbillies
Tabloids

Quasi-Folk Low Culture

{Here we find unskilled blue-collar and service workers whose education often ended in grade school;
they are often rural and people of color.)

Comic books

Old westerns

Simple action fitms and scap operas made in Mexico
Church and street festivals

Young peopie who are often graffiti artists

Gans (1974) devotes a few pages in his book to youth cultures, Black cultures, and ethnic cultures but
doesn't go into detail about any of them because he believes they are only “temporary offshoots from the
taste cultures described previously” (p. 94). There are some questions we might think about here. One
question involves the kinds of texts members of each of Gans's taste cultures would Hke in contemporary
America. The second is whether Gans's typology or five taste cultures is the best way to characterize the
American media public—or any media public, for that matter. Is his theory simplistic? Are there more
than five “taste cultures” in the United States? If so. what are they? We must also consider the postmod-
ernist position that there's only one taste culture because postmodernists don't recognize any difference
between elite and popular culture,

USES AND GRATIFICATIONS

Uses-and-gratifications theory has been the subject of a good deal of controversy, but the same can
be said about every other theory related to media. Despite the fact that much of the research so far
conducted on mass media has been empirical and concerned with the media’s effects on attitudes
(and many other matters), there has been a considerable amount of interestin the ways people use
media and the gratifications media offer to people. Katz, Blumier, and Gurevitch (1979) rention
some early works on the subject:
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Herzog (1942) on quiz programs and the gratifications derived from listening to soap operas;
Suchman (1942) on the motives for detting interested in serious music on radio; Wolfe and
Fiske {1949) on the development of children's interest in comics; Berelson (1949) on the func-
tions of newspaper reading; and so on. Each of these investigations came up with a list of
functions served either by some specific contents or by the medium in question: to match
one’s wits against others, to get information or advice for daily living, to provide a framework
for one’s day, to prepare oneseif culturally for the demands of upward mobility, or to be reas-
sured about the dignity and usefulness of one’s role. (p. 215)

Regardless of whether you think soap operas are stupid or situation comedies are silly, the functions
these programs—and others—perform for people may in some cases be quite important. Shortly, 1 list
and briefly describe a number of the possible gratifications the media offer and some needs they may
hetp to fill. A good deal of scientific work remains to be done on people’s needs, on the gratifications
individuals seek, and on the roles the mass media play in meeting people’s needs, but it seems obvious
that people do use media in varying ways {(although they may not be aware they are doing so).

The material that follows is informed by a number of sources, but 1 am particularly indebted to my
colleague Stuart Hyde, who has addressed in his work a number of the needs and desires people have
and the ways they use the public arts to deal with them. It is difficult to decide, in some cases, whether a
given reason people use the media involves needs, uses, gratifications, or desires, so in the following list
Tavoid these terms altogether, leaving those issues for you to determine. The list is also incomplete; you
may be able to add to it in ways that help you understand more fully how the media function.

To be amused. We scem to want to be entertained, to find things to laugh about, to be put in a happy
spirit. The media are a source of pleasure.

To see authority figures exalted or deflated. American society has its roots in egalitarian vatues, and
many Americans tend to regard authority as invalid. Thus we like to see authority figures deflated and
ridiculed, especially politicians, soldiers, professors, and psychiatrists. We tend to exalt some authority
figures, however: clergymen, surgeons, and detectives, to name a few. The media play an important role
in teaching us how to relate to authority and deal with authority figures.

To experience the beautiful. We give high status to beautifut music, beautiful works of art, and people
who are physically attractive—in particular, beautiful women. What is beautiful is another matter,
however, and definitions of beauty change over time.

To share experiences with others (community}. One of the more important functions of the mass
media is to give people a common cultural {or pop cultural) frame of reference. In some cases, such
as whern we go to footbail games in huge stadiums, we are actually with others in a momentary kind
of community. And this experience is often shared with millions of others who may listen to the game
on the radic or watch it on television. In other cases we merely watch a program along with millions of
others. It has been discovered that one of the most important topics of conversation among Americans
is the content of the media; thus sharing the same programs or films imay help people relate to one
another.
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To satisfy curiosity and to be informed. This has to do with our wish to know what's going on, to be up
to date, 1o follow stories as they develop, and so on. The satisfaction of curiosity probably has to do with
human beings' natural inquisitiveness, whereas the desire to know what's going on and to be informed
has to do with surveillance and the anxiety we feel when we are “in the dark.” One thing is certain—we
learn agreat deal from the media, both directly and indirectly.

To identify with the deity and the divine plan. Many people hold some form of what might be called “the
God concept,” and the media often help people gain a sense of the nature of life, the power of spiritual
forces, and so forth.

To find distraction and diversion. Many people find that the public arts help them escape (if only
raomentarily) from worry and anxiety and pass the time when they are bored. This kind of thing
is sometimes described as “killing time” by those who feel the public arts tend to be mindless and
destructive, but from a uses-and-gratifications perspective, the public arts are never used only to kill
time. We may seem to be doing nothing (and even think we are deing nothing) when we watch television
or listen to rock music, but in truth a great deal is going on.

To experfence empathy. We share in the joys and sorrows of others through the media, and from this we
derive psychological pleasure—often catharsis, or relief. Although we relate to the characters we see in the
media vicariously, we still are able to share in their emotional experiences, and this enriches us greatly. It
also helps us prepare ourselves emaotionally for the difficulties we all face in real life at one time or another.

To experience, in a guilt-free and controlled situation, extreme emotions, such as love and hate, the
horrible and the terrible, and similar phenomena. This is slightly different from experiencing empathy,
which involves identifying with characters. This concerns our desire to experience powerful emotions
without being carried away by them or having to feel guilt about them. The media enable us to have
powerful experiences without paying for them, so to speak, and to take risks without having to worry
about being devastated. (There is some question, however, as to whether alt individuals do escape being
affected by their media experiences. Despite the “controls,” some peopie may end up with morbid
residues, thoughts that may trigder violence, or other effects of which they are unaware.)

To find models to imitate. These models help us gain a sense of identity, teach us how to cope in certain
situations, and, informally, socialize us. One problem here is that some people may identify with
villains rather than heroes and heroines and may pick up ideas, attitudes, and behavior patterns that
are harmful and destructive. For example, there is agreat deal of fear that children who watch television
programs full of violence will learn to be violent and to use violence as a means of solving problems.

To gain identity. Identity can be defined as a coherent sense of self, a personal style, a defined
personality. The United States is no fonger a traditional society, and as our traditions wither, as we
become more mobile, modern, and materialistic, we find it increasingly difficult to form identities. This
is where the media come in—in particular, the hercic and unhereic figures we follow in the comics,
watch on television, read about in popular novels, and so on. They help us manufacture identities, so to
speak. But whether or not these identities are suitable, long iasting, and good for us is another matter.
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To gain information about the world. In some cases this is obvious: In the media we hear economists
tatk about economic problems, professors and other experts are called on te explain things to us,
documentaries deal with topics of interest, and televised college courses are offered. But we alsolearn
a dreat deal incidentally from the media alf the time, such as how to behave in certain situations. The
media offer us heroic figures to emulate, and they reinforce certain values. The media are always
teaching us something, even when they are not intentionally doing so and even when we don’t realize it.
A good question we might keep in mind, then, is, “What are we learning from the media?”

To reinforce belief in justice. it doesr’t always work out this way, but generaliy speaking we like to see
heroes defeat villains and see evil punished and virtue rewarded. In other words, we want to believe the
universe is moral and crime doesn’t pay.

To reinforce belief in romantic love. Although our beliefin the power of love may be waning, we still tend
to see romantic jove as a wonderfui thing and a prime motivating force in relationships. Implicitin the
belief in romantic love is the notion that emotions are powerful forces capable of overwhelming logic,
reason, class differences, age differences, racial differences, and anything else. We learn sometimes,
however, that romantic love doesn’t always lead to happiness.

To reinforce belief in magic, the marvelous, and the miraculous. This
belief, which probably stems in great measure from chitdhood (fairy
tales, magicians, and so on}, explains our interest in horror steries,
science fiction, and the like. It also represents a way of dealing with
the demonic. The popularity of vampire stories in books, television,
and other media suggests that our fascination with magic and the
demenic remains strong,

To see others make mistakes. Te err is human, it has been said. We all make mistakes, and when we see
others make the same or similar mistakes we feel less guilty or upset about our own, because we can
conclude that our errors are perfectly natural. In certain instances we aiso gain a sense of superiotity,
because we haven't been “stupid” enough to make those mistakes. In addition, we can learn by watching
others make mistakes and pay for them--mistakes we can try to avoid.

To see order imposed on the world. We want to believe that the universe makes sense, that there are
reasons for things being the way they are, and that we can plan ahead. The media constantly help us
gain a sense of the orderliness of the world by teaching us about such things as the laws of nature, human
psychology and motivation, and sociat phenomena.

To participate vicariously in history. We all want to be on the scene when impoertant events take
place—to be there when the big ball games are played, to hear what politicians have to say when history
is being made—and the media help us do this. We can even spend our evenings overhearing (sc to
speak) celebrities chatting abourt their love lives. I would argue that this desire to participate in history
is a powerful force in our lives that stems from our feelings of alienation and insignificance. Television
allows the nobodies, huddled in front of their sets, to watch the somebodies on the talk shows.
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To be purged of unpleasant emotions. The media often provide for catharsis, or purging of emotions,
through art. We can discharge anger, anxiety, hostitity, and a host of other negative feelings by watching
plays, football games, or movies; by listening to music; and so on. Some public art forms, such as soap
operas and professional wrestling, provide clearly defined “hate” figures to help viewers with this
purgation.

To obtain outlets for sexual drives in a guilt-free context. In recent years a number of people have
attacked television prograrmming for its allegedly excessive amount of viclence. This has led television
executives (and those responsible for the content of other media as well) to try to find other ways
of attracting and maintaining audience interest, One of the ways they have done s is with humor;
another is with sex. Sexuality is treated much more explicitly in films than on television, where sexual
activities tend to be implied but where "wiggle and jiggle” or “tits and ass” now are major elements in
programming. Cur sexual experiences are always vicarious when it comes to media. Whether these
vicarious experiences provide relief or generate anxiety and negativity (because, for example, our
significant others are not sex gods or goddesses) is a matter for conjecture.

To explore taboo subjects with impunity and without risk. Because the news and entertainment
media allow us to examine taboo subjects “from a distance,” we are able to obtain double benefits. We
can explore certain subjects and derive whatever excitemeny or titillation they may generate, and we
can gain a sense of moral satisfaction by condemning particular practices or coming to some kind of
conclusions about thermn. When the media examine, either dramatically or in documentary style, topics
such as incest, spousal abuse, rape, drug abuse, and child beating, we get the “thrill” of finding cut about
these crimes and the reward of being able to condemn those involved,

To experience the ugly. This is the opposite side of our desire to experience the beautiful. People have
always been fascinated with ugliness, grotesques, and monsters in rather complex ways. We are both
attracted to and repelled by ugliness. I should atso point out that our attitudes toward what is beautiful
and what is ugly are complicated by the fact that our definitions of beauty and ugliness are constantly
changing.

To affirm moral, spiritual, and cultural values. Values, as noted earlier, are our beliefs (which we learn
from our families, friends, and religious and other institutions) about what is geod and bad, desirable
and undesirable, just and unjust. Our actions and conduct are based on our values, which we tend to view
as “ultimate.” That is, they are the bedrock on which we build our lives and societies. Two of the most
important values in American society are egalitarianism and achievement. We may not always put these
values into practice, but they are goals toward which we work. The media tend to reinforce certain values
and neglect others. Media analysts must be mindful of the values they find in texts and consider whether
these are positive or negative, why they are being championed, and what they reveal about the social
order.

To see villains in action. Villains are often more interesting than heroes and heroines, who must be
good, moral, and thoughtful—at least most of the time. (In recent years, this matter has become less
simple; we often find “good-bad” heroes and “bad-good” villains.) Villains can do afl kinds of things, have
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much more room to maneuver than do heroes, and can be of all sorts and natures. We like to see ali the
terrible things villains are capable of doing, but we also like to see them punished. This gives us two
satisfactions for the price of one.

To summarize, [ have discussed the following reasons peopie use the mass media;

To be amused

To see authority figures exalted or deflated

To experience the beautiful

To share experiences with others (community}
To satisfy curiosity and to be infermed

To identify with the deity and the divine plan
To find distraction and diversion

To experience empathy

To experience, in a guili-free situation, extreme emotions
To find models to imitate

To gain identity
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12. Togain information about the world

13, To reinforce belief in justice

14. Toreinforce belief in romantic love

15. To reinforce belief in magic, the marvelous, and the miraculous
16. To see others make mistakes

17. Tosee order imposed on the world

18. To participate vicariously in history

19. To be purged of unpleasant emotions
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To obtain outlets for sexual drives in a guili-free context
To explore taboo subjects with impunity and without risk
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22. Toexperience the ugly
23. Toaffirm moral, spiritual, and cultural values
24. Toseevillainsinaction

When you examine a text from a uses-and-gratifications point of view, you must try to determine
which uses and gratifications are most important and which are secondary. Also, you should be able
to cite an event in the text {the film, situation comedy, soap opera,
comic hook, or whatever) for each use or gratification that you assert
the text fulfiils.

One problem with the uses-and-gratifications approach is that
critics often see a particular eventt (in a film, for instance) differently
or identify different gratifications. This is because the uses to which
people put the media are somewhat ambiguous. The uses-and-
gratifications approach, however, helps us understand the power the
mass media have, One question analysts must continually keep in
mind when they think about the public arts: They do a great deal for
us, but what are they doing fo us?
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GENRES AND FORMULAS

In Table 4.2, [ sugdest the uses and gratifications supplied by various genres-—-a genre being a kind
of text, such as murder mysteries, soap operas, advertisements, documentaries, and so on.

This table suggests that the reason certain genres are popular is because they offer many gratifica-
tions to people who like them and use them for a variety of purposes. The popularity of these genres is, to
adegree, a function of the gratifications they supply.

Table 4.3 covers the formulaic aspects of some important genres: the kinds of characters we find in
them, their plots and themes, and so on. Thinking about stories in terms of their formulas, and what
happens in certain genres, helps us understand something about their appeal. The conventions shown
in Table 4.3 establish what a genre means for people and enable them to understand the texts without
alot of thinking. Of course some works in agiven genre are more formulaic than others; there is some
latitude within genres for experimentation, but most mass-mediated texts tend to be formulaic, with
stereotyped characters and conventional plots. ] assume people learn a genre’s conventions as they are
exposed to them.

Genres also come and go. In the seventies in the United States, more than 30 westerns were broad-
cast on television each week, and western films were popular as well. In contemporary America, few

Uses and Gratifications of Genres

To satisfy curiosity and be informed

To be amused

To identify with the deity and divine
To reinforce belief in justice

To reinforce betief in romantic love
To participate vicariously in history
To see villains in action

To obtain outlets for sexual drives in a guilt-free
context

To experience the ugly

To find models to imitate

To experience the beautiful

Documentaries, news shows, talk shows, quiz
shows

Situation comedies, comedy shows
Religious shows

Police shows, law shows

Romance novels, soap operas

Media events, sports shows

Police shows, action-adveniure shows

Pornography, fashion shows, titillating
commercials, scap operas

Horror shows

Talk shows, action shows, award shows, sports
shows, commercials

Travel shows, art shows, culture shows
{symphony concerts, operas, ballet)
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Time Early 1900s 1800s Future Present
Location Rural England Edge of Outer space World
civilization
Hero Lords, upper-class | Cowboy Space man Secret agent
types
Heroine Damsel in distress | Schoolmarm Space woman Female spy
Secondary Friends of heroine | Townspeople, Technicians Assistant agenis
Indians
Villains Supposed friends Outlaws Aliens Moles
Plot Heroine finds love Restore law and | Repel aliens Find moles
order
Theme Love conquers all Justice and Save humanity Save free world
progress
Costume Gorgeous dresses | Cowboy hat Space gear Trench coat
Locomaotion Cars, horses, Horse Rocket ship Sports car
carriages
Weaponry Fists Six-gun Ray gun Pistol with
Laser gun silencer

westerns are made for television or film. This is probably because the conventions of the genre no longer
resonate with Americans and because other genres have evolved that do a better job of providing the
gratifications people are looking for from media.

CONTENT ANALYSIS

Content analysis is a research technique that involves measuring something (such as counting
instances of violence or determining percentages of Blacks, women, professional types, or what-
ever) in a random sampling of some form of communication {such as comics, sitcorns, soap operas,
news shows). The basic assumption implicit in content anatysis is thag an investigation of messages
and communication wili allow some insight into some aspect (e.g., beliefs, values) of the people
who receive these messages.
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Leo Lowenthal on Content Analysis

A degcription of an early content analysis conducted using magazine stories may be instructive.
Sociologist Leo Lowenthal (1944) studied biographies of popular heroes found in two magazines: Collier’s
and the Saturday Evening Post. He classified the biographies in terms of whether they dealt with politi-
cal life, business and the professions, or entertainment. Lowenthal discovered several interesting things.
First, there was an increase in the number of biographies over the years. Second, the number of articles
on politicians, businesspeople, and professionals declined, and the number of articles on entertainers
increased. Third, the articles on entertainers shifted their focus from serious artists and writers to popu-
lar entertainers of one sort or another. As he explains in “Biographies in Popular Magazines™ (1944),

As an experiment in content analysis, a year’s publication of The Saturday Evening Post (SEP)
and of Collier’s for the period from April 1940 to March 1941 was covered. It is regrettable that
a complete investigation could not be made for the most recent material, but samples taken
at random showed that no basic change in the selection or content structure has occurred
since this country’s entry into the war. . .. We put the subjects of the biographies into three
groups: the spheres of political {ife, of business and the professions, and of entertainment
(the iatter in the broadest sense of the word). Looking at our table we find for the time before
World War [ very high interest in palitical figures and an almost equal distribution of business
and professional men, on the one hand, and of entertainers on the other. The picture chandes
completely after the war. The figures from political life have been cut by 40 per cent; the busi-
ness and professional men have lost 30 per cent of their personnel while the entertainers
have gained 50 per cent. This numerical relation seems to be rather constant from 1922 up
to the present day. . .. We called the heroes of the past “idols of production”; we feel entitled
to call the present day magazine heroes “idols of consumption.” Indeed, almost every one of
them is directly, or indirectly, related to the sphere of leisure tirme: either he does not belong
to vocations which serve society’s basic needs (e.g., the heroes of the world of entertainment
and sport), or he amounts, more or less, {0 a caricature of a socially productive agent. (pp. 508,
510, 516)

Lowenthal found that earlier biographical articles focused on “idals of production” (providing education
and orientation) whereas later articles focused on “idots of consumption,” such as movie stars and
other entertainment figures. The later ariicles dealf with what we would describe now as the lifestyle
preferences and consumption patterns of these figures. Lowenthal discusses how these “idols of
consumption” refate to such matters as attitudes toward childhood, success, adjustment, and the
socializing function of these biegraphies. His 40-page article is frequently cited by sociologists.

Some of the advantages of content analysis as a research technique are as follows:

* ltisinexpensive to conduct.

e Itis usually relatively easy to get material.

s [tisunobtrusive (and thus doesntinfluence its Sub_]ects)

s ltyields datathatcan be quantified.

o [tcanbe usedio examine currens events, past events, or both,
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The problerns associated with content analysis include the following:

e itis hardto be certain that the sampie studied is representative.

o Itisoften hard to obtain a good working definition of the topic being studied (for example,
what is violence?).

s Itisn‘talways easy to find a measurable unit, such as a frame in a comic strip. What does one
do about films or magazine articles?

s Itisn’t possible to prove that the inferences made on the basis of a content analysis are correct.

Despite its drawbacks, content analysis can often be used to conduct interesting and useful experi-
ments. Analysis who are just beginning to use this method will find it best to choose a medium thatis rel-
atively easy to deal with. That is why the following exercise invclves the analysis of comic strips. Comics
offer the content analyst a number of advantages: Most people are familiar with thern, the characters are
easily classifiable, and the strips are easy to obtain and simple to work with. Unlike texts found in the
electronic media, which £lit by rapidly, comics stay stuck to the page, and an analyst can spend as much
time examining them as he or she likes.

You should choose your categories for analysis based on what you want to discover. Let me suggest
some possible topics:

e Physical characteristics of heroes and heroines, villains and villainesses

Color of hair
Color of eyes
Height

Weight

Age

Body structure
Sex

» Race

e 9@ @ @ @ o

» Social characteristics of characters
Occupation

Education

Religion

Saciceconomic class

Status

Role

Ethnic background (nationality)

2 @ & B @ o

e Emotional nature of characters
s ‘Warmorcold
s Anxiousorcalm
s Stable or unstabie
s Authoritarian or dependent
e Hostile or friendly
Powerful or weak
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s Loving or hateful
= Individualist or conformist
e Vivacious or apathetic

These are just some of the things you might concern yourself with in a content analysis of the comics
that focuses on the characters in these stories. You should also keep in mind thematic issues, such as the
amount of violence (and its use), the values cf the characters, allusions to social and political events, and
refiections of cultural matters.

There is one other aspect of content analysis 1 should mention here: Content analyses are most useful
when they include hisioric or comparative dimensions. Although it is interesting to know, for example,
how rriuch violence there is in the daily newspaper's cornics pages, itis even more interesting to know
how much violence there was in that newspaper’'s comics pages 10 years ago. 20 years age, 30 years ago,
and so on. By taking a historical point of view, an analyst can discern trends and determine whether
there have been significant changes in attitudes about (or stereotypes of) women, members of particular
ethnic groups, or any of the other topics listed earlier. By taking a comparative point of view, media ana-
fysts can discover how one culture’s or society’s values and beliefs differ from those of others.

To conduct an interesting exercise in content analysis, choose a comics page from some newspaper
(making sure that back editions of the same paper are available on microfilm or online) and examine it
interms of the topics listed earlier as well as in terms of the average number of characters per frame, the
percentages of male and female characters on the page, the number of words spoken by male and [emale
characters, and the number of acts of violence. Make a comparison between what you find on the present-
day page of comics and what you find on the comics page of the same paper 20, 30, or 40 years ago.

With this discussion of content analysis I bring to a conclusion my introduction te sociological per-
spectives on the media. [t is, at best, a start, but it should provide you with a sense of the kinds of things
sociologists look for when they examine media and the public arts. There is a degree of overlap with
Marxist analysis here that might be expected, given that Marxist concepts inform a good deal of socio-
logical thought. The uses-and-gratifications approach also has psychological dimensions.

STUDY QUESTIONS AND TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION

1. Explain the following basic sociological concepts: bureaucracy, role, alienation, anomie,
class, functicnalism, marginalization, mass communication, mass media, postmodernism,
sex (gender), socialization, status, sterectypes.

2. Whatis meant by uses and gratifications? Which uses and gratifications do youthink are the
mostimportant for people nowadays?

3. Do youthink people teday use the mass media differently compared with how people used
media 10 or 20 years ago? Whatever your position, justify it.

4. What are the advantages and disadvantages of content analysis?

5. Listand briefly describe any six uses and gratifications connected with the media discussed
in this chapter and apply them to some well-known film or other text.

6. How should one define gender? Is gender natural, or is it socially constructed, and if itis
socially constructed, does that mean gender is anything someone wants it to be?
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7. What formulas do you find in new television shows? How do the writers adapt and modify
traditional formulas in the more interesting and innovative shows? Are vampire shows
formulaic? Explain your answer.
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This chapter examines Murder on the Orient Express and classic murder mysteries in general from semi-
otic and Marxist points of view. The chapter includes discussion of how Agatha Christie violates the
“code” of the single murderer and how mysteries are, in fact, problems in applied semiotics that readers
or viewers often cannot solve because they either neglect or misinterpret the signifiers {clues) pravided. -
The elements of class conflict found in mysteries are also discussed, as well as the role these elements
may play in diverting people’s attention and mystifying them. Finally, it is suggested that, ironically,
mysteries may bave a revolutionary element implicit in their structure.



CHAPTER 5

Murderers on the Orient Express

Murder on the Orient Express is generally considered to be one of Agatha Christie’s best works and a
classic in the analytic detective mystery genre. It was also made into a highly successful movie featur-
ing major stars such as Albert Finney, Lauren Bacall, and Ingrid Bergman that was beautifully acted and
wonderfully absorbing.

What is distinctive about this particular story is that, unlike in most mysteries, all of the suspects
are the actual murderers. And once Hercule Poirot figures this out, everything else falls beautifully into
place—as things must in a well-constructed mystery. A mystery story is, semiotically speaking, like a
coded message. All kinds of signs and significations are observable, but the connections among them are
not obvious. Once we see how they are related and “break the code.” the mystery is solved. Clues, then,
are signifiers with a number of dilTerent signifieds. We must assemble these clues and interpre them
progerly to make sense of things and find the killer(s).

In Murder on the Orient Express, Christie’s decision to create a dozen suspects who are all guilty was
aremarkable and ingenious structural innovation, a reversal of the conventional situation in which only
one suspect is guilty. The fascination of watching the movie or reading the story lies in seeing how Poirot
puts everything together. Many of the people who have seen the film probably had previously read the
book; often readers want to see a book they have enjoyed actualized on film—to see it “come alive,”
reinterpreted—and in this case that is what the film's viewers get.

ORGANIZING A MYSTERY

if we forget (to the extent thisis possible) about the actual plot and examine the story in terms of
characters and relationships, we find that Christie’s Murder on the Orient Express (1940) has a very
symmetrical organization. There are three main characters—or, rather, two characters who are
polar opposites and a group of a dozen other interrelated characters who form a third character ard
mediate between the first two. We find Poirot, the detective, on one side and Ratchett (an alias fora
kidritapper, Cassetti) on the other. By chance, Poirot happens to board the Orient Express on his way
back to France with Ratchett and a dozen other people. Ratchett recognizes Poirot and, because
Ratchett has received some death threats, he offers Poirot 520,000 to protect kim, But Poirot has
taken an immediate and instinctive dislike to Ratchett and so refuses.

Ratchett Jooks “evil” and Poirot, Christie tells us, looks comic. He,is described as “a ridiculous-
looking little man. The sort of little man one could never take seriously” (p. 4). In addition to Ratchett
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and Poirot, a dozen assorted passengders of varying classes and nationalities are also traveling on the
Orient Express.

Atthe very beginning of the book, on the first day of the trip, Poirot is speculating with a friend,
Mensieur Bouc, over lunch. Bouc has been “studying” the people on board the train:

“Ah!I" he sighed. “[f I had but the pen of a Balzac! I would depict this scene.” He waved a hand.
“ltis anidea, that,” said Poirot.

“Ah, you agree? It has not been done. ] think? And yet—it lends itself to romance, my friend.
Allaround us are peopte, of all classes, of all nationatities, of all ages. For three days these
people, these strangers to one another, are brought together. They sleep and eat under one
roof, they cannot get away from each other. At the end of three days they part. they go their
several ways, never perhaps to see each other again.”

“And yet,” said Poirot, “suppose an accident—"
“Ah, no, my friend—~

“From yoeur point of view it would be regrettable, | agree. But nevertheless let us just for one
moment suppose it. Then, perhaps, all these here are linked together--by death.” (pp. 29-30)

This leads Poirat to examine rather carefully the other persons on the train, all of whom are also in
the dining car at the time, and to specuiate about them. All of the characters are in fact linked together
by death-—Dby the various tragedies ensuing from Cassetti/Ratchett’s kidnapping of a child, Daisy
Armstrong, in the United States in the distant past. And this ink, dangled before the reader several times
inthe story, is the key to solving the mystery.

Table 5.1 presents the characters’ relationships and some of the interesting paradigmatic oppositions.

The puzzle in the story involves discovering how the 12 seemingly random characters on the train are
connected. Had Ratchett discerned that they were connected, he might have lived. When Poirot discov-
ers they are connected, he finds the murderers—aithough, curiously enough, he lets them go. He is able
to do this because he is provided (by the murderers) with an acceptable explanation or counterexplana-
tion of the murder, and he chooses to accept this alternative, which involves a mysterious stranger who
supposedly left the train after Ratchett's murdet.

Charater Relationships in Murder on the Orient Express

Discovers killers All kill (stab) Ratchett Is killed
Refuses to work for Batchett All connected to Ratchett and Asks Poirot to work for him
become involved with Poirot

Looks ridiculous All lock different L.ooks evil
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Once Poirot recognizes that some of the occupants of the train were involved in the Armstrong
case, he is able eventually to link all 12 characters together, Toward the end of the book, but before it is
revealed that all 12 occupants of the train are connected. we find the following bit of dialogue:

“Nothing would surprise me now.”

“Nothing! Even if everybody in the train proved to have been in the Armstrong household, 1
should not express surprise.”

“Thisis a very profound remark,” said Poirot. (p. 234)

We do not at the time recognize the significance of this remark, but Bouc has accidentally stumbled on
the solution to the mystery, and Christie has him offer it to us, knowing we will not take it seriousty.
When we look back at the end of the story, we discover that Christie has given us all we needed to know
to solve the mystery, but we have either negiected or misinterpreted all the clues. That is, we either
neglected important signifiers or misinterpreted them and ended up with the wrong signifieds.

DETECTIVES AS SEMIOTICIANS

Murder mysteries fascinate us because they involve, ultimately, decoding a series of clues—signs
and significations (actions, words, objects) that seem random, irrelevant, or both and that are
meaningless untii we find the code that ties everything together. The great detectives of analytic
murder fiction are semioticians, whether they know it or not, And the pieasure we derive from
reading mysteries stems in part from the semiotic problems they pose—the puzzles we all try to
figure out. One reason Sheriock Holmes mysteries are so popular is that Holmes is such amarvel-
ous semiotician, such a perceptive analyst of signs—signs readers of the stories do not recognize
as important. One of the most common ways mystery writers hide clues is in long descriptions of
characters, places, and events. Readers aren’t aware the writer of the mystery has provided them
with all the information they need to solve the problem because they don’t recognize important
clues (signs) when they encounter them. One of the unwritten rules of mystery writing is that the
writer has to provide enough information for a discerning person to solve the crime.

The resolution to the story in Murder on the Orient Express comes when Poirot seizes on the tale of the
fictitious murderer as a means of enabling the real murderers to escape punishment. This resolution is
itself connected to certain moral codes we have, such as the notion that evildoers “deserve” to be pun-
ished for their crimes and that, in the right circumstances, a sufficiently evil character should be mur-
dered. The dilemma faced by this unusual group of vigilantes (for that's what they are, although some
of them are cloaked in European finery) is the dilemma faced by all such groups: How do you justify
lawlessness—-in this case murder—in the name of law and order? Poirot’s response is ernotional, which
may suggest, as psychoanalytic literature so amply demonstrates, there are forces aside from “little gray
celis” that influence the actions of men and women.

The classic murder mystery is a subcategory of the murder mystery genre in which rationality and
logic are stressed and in which a primal confrontation takes place between the emotion, irrationality,
and hatred of the murderer (who must also be extremely devious and calculating) and the mind of the
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detective. This genre is highly formulaic and includes many conventions that must be observed if the
mystery is to be legitimate. A good classic mystery, then, involves a confrontation between two minds.

Some Freudian analysts have suggested that the fascination with murder mysteries is connected to
children’s frustrated desires to know what is going on in their parents’ bedrooms; these analysts assert
that adults transfer these desires to other locked doors and mysterious sounds in the night, Martin
Grotjahn, a Freudian analyst, discusses mystery stories in his book Beyond Laughter: Humor and the
Subconscious (1966). He offers many interesting observations about why people love mysteries and what
they signify. He writes:

The popularity of the murder mystery is only partially explained by the unconscious desire
to murder. The plot is a variation of a few simple themes which are endiessly repeated. Some
secret wrongdoing between two peopleis suddenly discovered when one of the participants
is found dead. The secret of the deed, including its motivation, constitutes a baffling mystery.
it must be uncovered, and the tedious search begins. During the course of events almost
everybody is suspected of having committed the crime, inciuding the reader. . . . The inhocent
readers are fascinated. curious, and eager to help in solving the mystery, They behave like
children who begin to discover the mystery of the parental bedroom. (pp. 155~156)

Later Grotjahn (1966} adds that our interest in mysteries is a “reactivation of the long-suppressed interest
inthe bloody details of life and death, intercourse, menstruation, defloration, pregnancy, birth, delivery
and allthe restofit” (p. 156). So our fascination with mysteries, in all their forms, is tied, to a considerable
degree, to our childhoed and our attempts to find out what happens in the parental bedroom and our
interest in parental sex, which we repress as we get older. These suppressed interests are reactivated by
mysteries.

SOCIAL AND POLITICAL DIMENSIONS

Murder on the Orient Express, both the book and the film, may also be examined in terms of social
and political dimensions. The characters are all linked together, but not by what shouid join people
together—love and a sense of community. Rather, they are linked by hatred and death. However,
this escape from an alienated and estranged relationship is only momentary. When the Orient
Express arrives in France, all the passengers go their separate ways, with only memories of a ritual
murder to bind them together.

ironically, however, the book does suggest the possibility of a society based not on class differences
and estrangement but on a communality of interest—on common goals ail men and women share.
The inversion in Murder on the Orient Express is interesting because it demonstrates that members of
different classes can work together when they see it is in their interest to do so. Class differences canbe
overcome, .

Of course, we must always keep in mind that CassettifRatchett kidnapped the child of a wealthy
family, and it might be argued that the poor and working-class characters serve, ultimately, as instru-
ments of the wealthy (and even royal} elements among the murderers. Cassetti/Ratchett had, we know,
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“touched” the lives of all invelved, but it is the insistence, we may presume, of the upper-class people
involved that has brought everyone together, remarkably, on the Orient Express. And it is the very social,
national, and class differences everyone counts on to confuse anyone who might be suspicious. It might
be argued that the mystification the murderers create paraliels the social mystification the bourgeoisie
finds so important {o maintain.

A mystery, in its own way, is a kind of microcosm of the larger society. Perhaps it is no accident that
50 many mysteries—especiatly the classic English ones involving deduction—feature people from the
wealthy and aristocratic levels of society as killers, rather than having “the butler do it.” This would sug-
gest class conflict too overtly. Many mysteries, of course, include class strife and conflict between the
poor and the rich, but many aiso involve only 