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INTRODUCTION

TO THE SECOND

EDITION

MORE TALK ABOUT TV

robert c¢. allen

Why Study Television at All?

hy study television? For starters, because it’s
undeniably, unavoidably “there” And, it
seems, everywhere. What people do with
television is a topic worth thinking about and
studying because television enters into the everyday lives of so many dif-
ferent people in so many different places in so many different ways. Today,
around the world, 3.5 billion hours will be devoted to watching television.!
But nowhere is television such an integral part of everyday life as in the
United States. Ninety-two million homes in the U.S. have at least one TV
set (98 percent of the total population). Nearly 70 percent of those homes
have more than one set. More American homes are equipped with televi-
sion sets than with telephones. Those sets are on in the average household
for more than seven hours every day. Between seven and eleven P.M.,
Americans of every demographic, social, and economic group are spend-
ing most of their time in a place where a television set is playing. Nearly
60 percent of U.S. households now have cable television, and nearly three
in four U.S. households with TV sets also own videocassette recorders.
The family with a VCR rents an average of eighty-seven tapes each year
from one of more than 30,000 tape rental outlets. The total value of these
tape rentals already surpasses the total U.S. movie box office receipts.
One in ten American families owns a video camera. Most Americans can-
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2 . INTRODUCTION

not remember a time in their lives when television was not a part of it.
Babies as young as ten months have been observed to stop whatever they
are doing when they hear the Sesame Street theme and to clap, bounce,
and gurgle in anticipation of seeing their favorite puppet characters.

But fascination with television and its attendant technologies is by no
means a uniquely American phenomenon. At least 90 percent of families
in Venezuela have access to television, and by nine o’clock in the evening,
71 percent of those sets are switched on. Worldwide, more than one hun-
dred million households own videocassette recorders, and several coun-
tries surpass the U.S. in the proportion of the population that owns or
rents VCRs—Japan, Great Britain, Saudi Arabia, and Norway among
them. On the streets of Taipei, you can buy a videotape of the previous
night’s output of Japanese television, recorded off the air in Tokyo and
delivered to Taiwan by early morning flight. In India there are 12,000
licensed long-distance “video buses.” The introduction of television to the
largest cities of the People’s Republic of China in the early 1980s has been
called the most important cultural event since the Cultural Revolution;
nearly every urban Chinese family now has access to television.?

The goal of this collection of essays is to provide you with some ways to
think about and to begin to account for the processes by which people
make sense of and take pleasure from their encounters with television. I
introduced the first edition of this book in 1987 with a paradox: despite
the fact that television structures everyday life for many people in unprec-
edented ways, the nature of our relationships with television is poorly
understood and, for the most part, not very well studied. The principal
reason for revising and expanding Channels of Discourse is to reflect the
growth in television studies over the past five years. As the heft of the
updated bibliography at the end of this collection attests, during these
years many more scholars, from a variety of disciplines, have produced
analyses of television programs and of the strategies by which those pro-
grams and other discourses of television attempt to sell us to advertisers,
sell us things, tell us stories, represent the world outside our living rooms,
stir our passions, amuse us, and, above all, keep us watching. But the
scope, complexity, and dynamism of life with television always outrun our
attempts to capture them adequately in words and theories. Regardless
of how frequently or conscientiously we might update this collection, it
will always remain a starting point and never the last word on TV.
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MORE TALK ABOUT TV . 3
Making Television “Strange”

It is the very ubiquity of television and the intricate ways it is woven
into the everyday lives of so many people that make it so difficult to ana-
lyze. In order to study anything systematically, we must first constitute it
as an object of study: as something separable and distinet from its sur-
roundings and foregrounded in our consciousness. In the case of some
phenomena, this objectification is not hard to achieve: we can move amoe-
bas from their natural settings to the laboratory and place them under the
lens of the microscope. But for many people (myself included), television
has the same status in their lives as the food they eat for breakfast or the
way their faces look in the mirror in the morning: it is something so close,
so much a part of day-to-day existence, that it remains invisible as some-
thing to be analyzed or consciously considered.

Pioneer ethnographer Alfred Schutz suggested that, in order to under-
stand the implicit assumptions that underlie his or her own culture, the
investigator has to make that culture “anthropologically strange” That is
to say, the anthropologist has to make visible and “objectified” those as-
pects of everyday life that ordinarily remain unnoticed, unspoken, and
taken for granted.® In a sense, one of the goals of this collection is to make
the sounds and images of television that accompany so much of our every-
day lives “critically strange.” These essays attempt to call to our attention
some of the ways in which television in its various forms entertains, tells
stories, engages the viewer, and construects fictional and nonfictional worlds.

I've said that one reason it is so difficult to make the structures of tele-
vision visible is that—for many people, most of the time—TV is simply
part of the unnoticed domestic environment. But there’s another reason.
For most people around the world, television is primarily a source of en-
tertainment. To be sure, television is other things as well and can be used
in many other ways. But television’s reach into the homes of hundreds of
millions of families worldwide has not been accomplished chiefly because
those families wanted to acquire an educational tool or an audiovisual news-
paper. As studies of television viewing consistently show, for the most
part people turn on the television set hoping to be entertained —by sit-
coms, soap operas, dramas, music videos, movies, sporting events, quiz
shows, or any of the dozens of other genres of television programming
that have been developed to provide what we variously (and vaguely) call
relaxation, escape, enjoyment, pleasure, diversion, or whatever. In other
words, one barrier to taking television seriously as an object of study is
that we don't regard many of the programs we watch as serious, conse-
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4 . INTRODUCTION

quential, or important. They’re not “supposed” to be taken seriously, and
they certainly don't seem to require close analysis to be comprehended or
made enjoyable. Indeed, some of my students fear that studying televi-
sion will somehow forever diminish their pleasure in watching. (Obviously,
I don't think it does.) Furthermore, the institutional status of television
—at least in the United States—as a form of commercial popular enter-
tainment encourages the belief that it does not deserve “serious” analysis
and that its programs are so simple (and, some would say, simple-minded)
that there is nothing in them to analyze.

Although there are many aspects of television that can and should be
studied and taken seriously, the essays in this collection foreground enter-
tainment programming and our relationships with that very large and
diverse category of television. In doing so, the authors make several points.
The ways in which we make sense of and take pleasure from even the most
inconsequential moments of television are worth thinking about because —
if for no other reason—the aggregate of those moments constitute a good
portion of millions and millions of people’s waking hours. It is estimated
that during his or her lifetime, the “average” American will spend more
than seven full years watching television.* Also, we hope to show that
neither entertainment programs nor our relationships with them are sim-
ply or self-evidently structured. There is, in fact, a great deal to be stud-
ied if we are to understand how a soap opera can draw us back into its
world day after day, year after year, or how a sitcom makes us laugh every
week. Moreover, examining the pleasures and meanings of the television
we watch “for fun” might shed some light on other aspects of our everyday
lives: how narratives work, how our notions of masculinity and femininity
are constructed, how and why different cultural products appeal to differ-
ent groups of people, and, most generally and most importantly, how we
make meaningful and pleasurable the numerous and enormously diverse
symbol systems we encounter every day.

One way to organize a collection of critical essays on television would be
to devote individual chapters to particular programs or types of programs:
an essay on TV drama, one on comedy, one on news, and so forth. For
several reasons, though, the essays that follow in this book are organized
by approach rather than program type. Program types and individual
programs vary from country to country and change over time. The growth
of cable TV in the United States and elsewhere, the explosion in the avail-
ability of videotaped programming for rental and sale throughout the world,
and the expansion of satellite systems in Europe and other places have
combined to produce geometric increases in the amount and variety of
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MORE TALK ABOUT TV . 5

programming coming through many people’s television sets. Accounts of
how individual programs “work” are important, but what is more impor-
tant, especially for the person just beginning the study of television, is
that he or she develop ways of thinking about television that cut across
different types of programming and that could be applied to whatever
new programs might appear next week or next year.

Television Study and Contemporary Criticism

The genesis of this book lies in a dilemma I faced several years ago
while teaching an introductory graduate-level course in television criti-
cism. For reasons I will go into shortly, the field of mass communication
research had not provided me with a great wealth of material for use in
suggesting to students how television programming was structured and
how we might begin to account for our curious relationships with televi-
sion in general. And yet I was aware of the recent and very exciting
approaches to the study of literature, film, and other aspects of culture
that had been developed since the 1960s—some of which were beginning
to be applied quite fruitfully to television. I saw the need for a book that
would bring together some of these approaches, lay out their principal
tenets, discuss how each might address television as an object of study,
and provide examples of the kind of analyses each approach might pro-
duce as a result. I contacted colleagues with backgrounds in the various
strands of what I will call contemporary criticism who also taught and
wrote about television. Our efforts constituted the first edition of Chan-
nels, and our revisions fill the pages that follow.

As you'll discover as you read, the approaches we discuss are not nearly
as distinct and separate as the chapter divisions and titles suggest, de-
spite the fact that I asked each contributor to emphasize the particulari-
ties of the approach he or she describes. The theories we outline are con-
nected by the fact that all of them grew out of, were strongly influenced
by, or were developed in reaction to the insights into language and culture
provided by structuralist linguistics and the “science of signs” (semiotics)
spawned by structuralism. Hence my use of the term contemporary
criticism as a shorthand designation for this diverse (and frequently con-
tentious) family of critical approaches: semiotics, narrative theory, genre
theory, reader- or audience-oriented criticism, ideological analysis, psy-
choanalytic criticism, feminist criticism, and British cultural studies.

The general orientation of contemporary criticism toward the critical
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6 . INTRODUCTION

enterprise and the object of critical analysis set it apart from traditional
literary criticism on the one hand and, because the object of study here is
television, from traditional mass communication research on the other.
Other strands might also have been included and other ways of carving up
contemporary criticism into chapters might easily have been devised. Yet
I felt in 1985—and four years of using the first edition in the classroom
have largely confirmed—that each of these approaches is sufficiently co-
herent and its influence sufficiently important to justify separate treat-
ment. Furthermore, each grows out of somewhat (and, in some cases con-
siderably) different theoretical ground, so that each constructs television
as object in a different way and emphasizes some aspects of television
over others. One important addition to this second edition is James Hay’s
concluding essay on the relationships among the approaches this collec-
tion takes up. Hay addresses the points of convergence, dispute, and di-
vergence among those approaches. The second major addition is Jim Col-
lins’s new chapter on the relationship between postmodernism and
television. As Collins makes clear, postmodernism is less a critical ap-
proach than a description of a cultural condition. Yet because so many
scholarly and journalistic crities have begun talking about certain forms of
television in terms of postmodernism, I felt it important that this relation-
ship be addressed.

Ellen Seiter’s chapter considers in some detail the major tenets of semi-
otics, its elaboration and revision by critics in what has been called the
post-structuralist reaction to semiotics, and the implications of semiotics
and post-structuralism for the study of television. It might be useful here
at least to suggest some of the common ground shared, to a greater or
lesser extent, by the specific critical approaches discussed in each chap-
ter. All of the approaches regard television as one of a number of complex
sign systems through which we experience and by which we know the
world. Given the capacity of television to “carry” so many other symbol
systems (verbal language, gesture, music, graphies, photography, cinema,
etcetera), perhaps it would be more precise to say that television repre-
sents multiple and ever-changing points of intersection for those systems.
The great contribution of semiotics has been to focus attention upon and
develop a vocabulary to describe the operation of symbol systems, their
interrelationships, and their effects on the way we understand the physi-
cal and social worlds we inhabit.

As I have hinted, the implicit organizing question that runs through
this collection and through each chapter is: How are meanings and plea-
sures produced in our engagements with television? The apparent natu-
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MORE TALK ABOUT TV . 7

=

ralness with which we understand the sounds and images on television
might seem to render this question unnecessary. After all, no one had to
teach us how to “read” television programs. But, as semiotics has shown
us, the naturalness of our relationship with television is illusory. Televi-
sion, like cinema, painting, or photography, does not simply reflect the
world in some direct, automatic way. Rather, it constructs representa-
tions of the world based on complex sets of conventions— conventions
whose operations are largely hidden by their transparency. Like televi-
sion itself most of the time, these conventions are so familiar in their
effects that we don’t notice them. It is only when the conventions are
violated, or when a technical glitch renders them visible, or when we
watch another culture’s television operating from a different set of con-
ventions that we become aware of just how constructed and unnatural the
world of television really is.

Furthermore, despite the seemingly self-evident manner in which we
are able to make sense of television, that ability is, in fact, a result of our
having learned the conventions of television reading—even though we are
usually not conscious of their operation nor can we remember having been
taught them. For example, somewhere along the line we learned that it is
“normal” for several disembodied heads to occupy portions of a single
television image and to converse with each other as if they were in the
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8 . INTRODUCTION

same room rather than thousands of miles apart, or that a giant network
logo hurtling through space is not to be taken as evidence of an extrater-
restrial invasion. But we can no more recall when or under what circum-
stances we learned to read these curious conventions of television than we
can remember how we first acquired the ability to understand spoken
speech. In light of the evidence that many of us began to interact in
significant ways with television sounds and images before the age of one,
it appears that our ability to use television is acquired at about the same
time we learn to use language.®

Following another insight of structuralism, the strands of contempo-
rary criticism employed in the following essays emphasize relations rather
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MORE TALK ABOUT TV . 9

than objects. Contemporary criticism’s foregrounding of the codes and
conventions at work across individual works (or texts, as they will be
commonly referred to in the following essays) and of the inevitable circuit
of reference set up between texts is particularly appropriate in the case of
television. Our experience of television is usually not of isolated works but
of chunks of time filled with multiple texts. Networks attempt to struc-
ture the flow of texts so that one moment of television seems to lead natu-
rally to the next. With the remote control, viewers can order their own
flow, “zipping” from one text to the next and creating textual interrup-
tions and juxtapositions that broadcasters never anticipated.

Contemporary criticism has also led to a reconsideration of the role of
the author in the production and reception of art—a reconsideration par-
ticularly germane to the production and reception of commercial enter-
tainment television. The traditional notion of the author or artist as the
ultimate and single source of meaning within a work is difficult to main-
tain once we acknowledge the complex network of codes, conventions,
precedence, and expectations in which every work inevitably participates
and over which the author has little, if any, control. Nevertheless, if this
were a collection of essays on contemporary painting, or the contempo-
rary novel, or even contemporary cinema, there would be the temptation
to organize it according to artist, author, or director. However, because of
the technological complexity of the medium and as a result of the applica-
tion to most commerecial television production of the principles of modern
industrial organization (including mass production and detailed division of
labor), it is very difficult to locate the “author” of a television program—if
by that we mean the single individual who provides the unifying vision
behind the program.

To be sure, in some cases writers and producers (occasionally even di-
rectors) leave recognizable “marks” that distinguish their work. In Great
Britain and elsewhere, the survival of the “one-off” teleplay, a tradition of
“serious” television drama, and the more important institutional role of
the television scriptwriter make it easier and probably more rewarding to
locate these marks of authorial difference. Even in American commercial
television, a particular style or set of narrative concerns can sometimes
be discerned in the work of one producer or production company.® Even
so, for the most part the production practices of television hide marks of
authorship and limit any one person’s ability to make his or her work
stand out in identifiable ways. In American commercial television, pro-
ducers might come up with the basic idea and characters for a television
series, but they rarely are involved in the writing of individual episodes.
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10 . INTRODUCTION

Television writers frequently work in teams, and their jobs are finished
with the completion of a script that conforms to limitations already laid
down by the producers. A given series might well employ a number of
directors, who are unlikely to have had any part in the scriptwriting pro-
cess and whose directorial styles necessarily must be indistinguishable
from one another. Furthermore, American commercial television programs
are usually not attributed to a particular author, nor do we as viewers
usually think in terms of authorship as we watch a sitcom or soap opera.

Contemporary criticism has also dealt with the question of the artwork’s
ability to represent the “real” world. The capacity of television technology
to show us seemingly unmediated pictures of events around the world at
the moment of their occurrence would appear to endow television with a
unique power to show us the world “as it really is.” The “realseemingness”
of television influences fictional entertainment programming as well.
Hardly has a news event passed out of the newspaper headlines and telé-
vision newscasts before it becomes the subject of a docudrama; the social
issue you read about in a magazine today forms the basis for a soap opera
plot line next week. Thus it might seem reasonable to expect a collection
of essays on television criticism to assess television in terms of its success
or failure in portraying the “real” world on the screen. However, one of the
most important insights of structuralist linguistics is that no symbol sys-
tem directly reflects the real world. Contemporary criticism assumes that
we experience the world through systems of representation that, at the
very least, condition our knowledge of the world and, some would argue,
construct that world. Even when the following essays take up television
news and documentaries, those discussions will not revolve around no-
tions of bias and objectivity. Framing a discussion with these terms ob-
scures the fact that there is no totally unbiased manner in which televi-
sion or any other system of representation can show us the world. For the
contributors to this volume, the question is, How do television programs
construct their representations of the world? rather than, Does television
give us the “truth” about the world?

Contemporary versus Traditional Criticism

The general thrust of contemporary criticism outlined above represents
a fundamental departure from what we might call traditional criticism.
Traditional eriticism is the set of assumptions about literature and the
critical act that governed literary criticism in the West for most of the last
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MORE TALK ABOUT TV . 11

fifty years and continues to condition what many people (including litera-
ture professors) commonsensibly accept “literature” and “criticism” to be.
Because dramatic television programs share some of the characteristies of
literary and theatrical works and because television increasingly has be-
come an object of study for literary scholars and in literature classes, it is
important to make clear the differences between contemporary and tradi-
tional eritical approaches.

Whereas traditional criticism emphasizes the autonomy of the artwork,
contemporary criticism foregrounds the relationships between texts and
the conventions underlying specific textual practices. Traditional eriticism
is artist centered; contemporary criticism stresses the contexts within
which the production of cultural products occurs and the forces that act
upon and channel that production. Traditional criticism conceives of mean-
ing as the property of an artwork; contemporary criticism views meaning
as the product of the engagement of a text by a reader or groups of read-
ers. Traditional criticism frequently sees as its function not only the es-
tablishment of what a work means but also the separation of “literature”
from “nonliterature” and the erection of a hierarchy of greatness among
works. Contemporary criticism examines the criteria by which those in a
position to define literature make such determinations and would expand
the scope of literary studies to include both “nonliterature” and critical
discourse about texts.

It is also important that we understand the degree to which everyday
commercial television challenges the assumptions of traditional eriticism.
To begin with, traditional criticism assumes that, generally speaking, there
is little difficulty deciding what the text to be studied is. That is to say,
except for works with problematic publication histories or old works of
which multiple versions survive, little thought need be given to whether,
when we talk about The Sound and the Fury or Great Expectations, we're
all talking about the same thing. The assumption is that the text begins
and ends in the same way and in the same place regardless of where or
when one reads it—everyone is assumed to be dealing with the same
“work!” But what are the television “texts” to be studied? If I want to
conduct a critical analysis of Dallas or EastEnders, do I constitute the
“text” as one episode? A year’s worth of episodes? All the episodes ever
broadcast? How do I deal with the fact that the text is still being pro-
duced? That any analysis I make of an ongoing program necessarily re-
mains contingent upon episodes yet to be produced and “read”?

Traditional criticism further assumes that, however it is defined, the
individual, autonomous text is the basic object of analysis. Those autono-
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12 . INTRODUCTION

mous texts are separable from everything else; that is, we identify the
text to be studied in part by excluding from our consideration everything
that is not the text. Some years ago, literary and cultural critic Raymond
Williams suggested that, unlike literature or even feature films, television
constitutes a sort of oceanic “flow” of textual material constantly stream-
ing into our homes. This metaphor of flow suggests not a series of isolated
texts but a river of images and sounds— channeled and dammed in places,
but no part of which is ever completely isolated from all the rest. In the
years since Williams’s description of television as a textual flow, it has
become even more difficult to conceive of the medium as anything like a
line of novels on a shelf or even like a succession of moviegoing experi-
ences. New U.S. cable television services—CNN, the Home Shopping
Network, the Weather Channel, MTV—have further “detextualized” tele-
vision. They contain fewer and less definable demarcations between one
“program” and the next, being based upon the constant repetition and
updating of textual material. The remote control device encourages the
sampling of programs and makes it easier to alternate among programs
available at the same time. And digital television quite literally makes it
possible to view two programs simultaneously.

It is also clear that it is difficult to regard our modes of engagement
with television in the same way as we do our engagement with literature
or even film. Traditional criticism assumes that reading is an act that by
its very nature separates our engagement with the world in the text from
the rest of our experiential world. Indeed, reading would seem necessar-
ily to require disengagement from all that is not the text. Movie theaters
are designed to limit sensory input to only the sounds and images coming
from the screen. We are enveloped by larger-than-life images that fill our
perceptual field. Television, by contrast, is part of a larger environment
with which we remain connected even while we watch. As a domestic
appliance, television must fit into the social world of the family; its sounds
and images compete or coexist with whatever else is going on in that
world and with other activities in which we might be engaged. Television
viewing appears to bé social rather than self-absorbing. Even if its pro-
grams pull us into a level of engagement approaching that of cinema or
literature, its commercials push us back into the social world with their
admonitions to leave the television set and go somewhere else: to the
grocery store, the shopping center, the kitchen, and so on. Furthermore,
it is difficult to separate the television world from the non-TV world be-
cause television occupies such a prominent place in so many of our lives.
In Britain more than one-third of the average person’s waking hours each
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MORE TALK ABOUT TV . 13

week are spent in contact with television; in the average U.S. household,
the proportion is twice that.

The uneasy fit between commercial television and assumptions of tradi-
tional criticism partially explains the relative lack of a tradition of televi-
sion criticism in the United States. It also helps to account for the fact
that, in the United States at least, the “golden age” of traditional televi-
sion criticism corresponds with the “golden age” of television: that brief
period of live, original television drama in the 1950s. Such self-contained,
“serious” television dramas as Marty, Requiem Jor a Heavyweight, Visit
to a Small Planet, and The Rack most closely resembled the model of
dramatic and narrative art with which traditional erities felt most
comfortable.

Contemporary Criticism and Traditional
Mass Communication Research

Whereas traditional literary or dramatic critics have had relatively lit-
tle to say about television in the United States—except to bemoan the
fact that it bears little resemblance to works of traditional high culture
— American social scientists have been occupied with the study of com-
mercial broadeasting for more than a half-century. Perhaps because broad-
casting in the U.S. (at least since the late 1920s) has been thought of more
as an advertising and journalistic vehicle than an art form, research into
broadcast programming and the relationship between programs and audi-
ences has been primarily sociological and psychological rather than aes-
thetic in orientation. There is not enough space here to examine in detail
the philosophical and methodological bases of traditional social science
research into broadcasting. However, it is important to note that the proj-
ect of television analysis that has grown out of contemporary criticism
represents a radical departure from the traditional sociological study of
television. This difference is particularly evident in the kinds of questions
each asks about television,

From the earliest days of broadcasting as an advertising medium to the
present, a great deal of the sociological research on broadcasting has been
done in direct or indirect response to the needs of broadeasters. In all
television systems based on the sale of advertising time by broadcasters
and the “sale” of audiences to advertisers, it is vital that broadecasters
know the size and constitution of the audiences that watch particular pro-
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14 . INTRODUCTION

grams in particular locations at particular times. Most of what we “know”
about television audiences takes the form of this kind of measurement. It
is also helpful for broadcasters to learn how various groups of people de-
cide what to watch on television, what prompts them to change channels,
how much they remember of what they watch (particularly of commercial
messages), and what kinds of programming seems to appeal to what kinds
of viewers.

Broadcasters are also obviously interested in what behavioral or
attitudinal effects the watching of particular broadcast messages might
have on various groups of viewers. If television commercials do not in
some way affect the decision to purchase a particular product, then bil-
lions of advertising dollars, pounds, pesos, and yen are being wasted each
year. The effects of watching television have also been studied by social
scientists with a very different agenda—those concerned about the po-
tential deleterious consequences of television viewing. For nearly forty
years, scholars have attempted to discern the effects of TV on children’s
attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors. Others have attempted to assess the
impact of television viewing on the viewer’s perception of the outside world.
Scholars in the Third World have studied the effects of the newly intro-
duced television on the organization of daily life and on expectations of
living standards.

Early mass communication scholars were impressed by broadcasting’s
apparent potential to produce direct, immediate, and drastic effects on
behavior and attitudes. The second phase of traditional mass communica-
tion research attempted to account for the fact that few of these dramatic
consequences could be verified. Scholars turned instead to an examina-
tion of how the potential power of broadcasting to change people’s minds
and actions was mediated and diffused. For example, it was suggested
that the media did not tell people what to think so much as they told
people what to think about; the media, in other words, set the agenda for
public discourse. Another line of research, the “uses and gratifications”
or functionalist approach, grew out of the observation that people use
television and radio to fulfill certain psychological and social needs and to
gratify certain desires.

This very schematic account of traditional mass communication research
is laughably inadequate in capturing the scope and diversity of this line of
inquiry. It is presented merely to suggest the kinds of questions mass
communication researchers have, in the past, tended to ask and the areas
that have not received very much attention within this tradition. For
example, quite a lot of attention has been focused on the ability (or inabil-
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ity) of discrete television “messages” to produce observable changes
in the viewer’s behavior or explicitly reported changes in his or her
attitudes and beliefs. Broadcasting audiences have been measured in
various ways almost constantly for the last forty years. The impact of
television on social institutions, particularly politics, has been assessed
from a number of different perspectives. Much less attention has been
devoted within traditional mass communication research to the study
of the texts of television, or what we in this collection will call the dis-
courses of television: the complex of all the ways television addresses
us, appeals to us, tells us stories, entertains us, and represents itself and
the world. Neither has traditional mass communication research addressed
the seemingly self-evident but, as it turns out, enormously multiform and
complex question: What is going on as people interact with television? Or,
in other words, how do people make sense of and take pleasure from
television?

Traditional mass communication research has had a difficult time deal-
ing with the discourses of television and the place of TV in everyday life in
large measure because, since the 1930s, it has turned to the natural and
physical sciences for its model of how knowledge about media-audience
relationships might be generated. The application of the scientific method
to media research is, in part, a result of the need felt by some scholars to
legitimize the field of mass communication research and to carve out a
place for it among other and better-established social science disciplines
in the university. Thus media research methods have been made to resem-
ble those of the physical science laboratory wherever possible. Safeguards
have been established to minimize the possible effects of the investigator’s
own expectations on the results of studies, and investigatory procedures
have attempted to reduce the phenomenon being studied to a limited set
of variables. The data collected by traditional mass communication re-
search methods have been expressed for the most part in quantitative
terms, and elaborate statistical procedures have been applied to mass com-
munication research.

The usefulness of approaches designed for the study of chemistry and
physics in helping us understand the complex and dynamic nature of our
relationships with television has increasingly been called into question
over the past decade. Procedures that work well enough in the study of
algae or inorganic chemicals don’t work nearly so well when the object of
study is human, social, ever changing, enormously variable, cognitive as
well as affective, conscious and unconscious, and thoroughly embedded in
the “invisible” assumptions and contexts of everyday life—that is to say,
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when what we are trying to account for is how people derive sense and
pleasure from television.

The field of mass communication research is changing rapidly, and, as
one researcher has put it, the challenge represented by alternative ap-
proaches to the study of television has been “met with trepidation and
skepticism in some quarters, but also with a healthy curiosity.””” Certainly
the influence of the approaches represented in this collection (as well as
other “qualitative” approaches) on the field of mass communication re-
search as a whole is much greater today than when this volume was first
conceived seven years ago. But because the scientifie, “quantitative” ap-
proach to television research remains dominant at a significant number of
universities around the world, it is important to distinguish that method
from what we are doing in this book.

The approaches represented here begin with the belief that relation-
ships between viewer and television are so complex and multidimensional
that they resist all attempts to reduce them to phenomena that can be
explained by the same procedures that work for the chemist. What scientific
law explains our curious relationship with fictional television programs,
for example? We know that the characters and situations presented to us
are not “real,” that a character who dies in a TV drama is played by an
actor who will go home at the end of the day and have dinner just as
always. And yet we sometimes endow those characters and situations
with sufficient “realseemingness” that they can move us to anger or to
tears. How can reducing the world of that drama to a set of content cate-
gories account for this paradox? How much can the quantified responses
to a survey questionnaire reveal about our willingness to “suspend our
disbelief” every time we enter the narrative world of our favorite soap
opera? This is not to say that there is something inherently wrongheaded
about the use of quantitative methods or statistical procedures in mass
communication research. Nor is it to argue that the alternative to quanti-
tative research is a flight into impressionistic opinions about television to
which no standards of rigor or validity can be applied. Rather, it is to
point out that there are theories and approaches developed largely in other
disciplines (literature, film, cultural studies) and informed by a different
set of philosophical assumptions from those that underlie traditional Amer-
ican media research that might provide fresh insights into our relation-
ships with television.
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MORE TALK ABOUT TV . 7
The Political Economy of Commercial Television

In light of the fact that the following essays emphasize entertainment
programming, particularly that provided by advertiser-based commercial
broadcasting, we need to keep in mind that such programs serve very
different functions for broadcasters and advertisers than they do for view-
ers. Within the context of American commerecial television, at least, the
principal aim of broadeasting is not to entertain, enlighten, or provide a
public service; it is to make a profit. The ways in which that profit is
gained (or rather those profits, because there are several profit-seeking
players in the game of commercial television) are by no means evident to
the viewer, who probably sees television programming merely as a source
of “free” entertainment for which the only price paid is the annoyance of
having programs interrupted by a series of advertising messages. In fact,
on the other side of the screen from the viewer is an economic system of
commercial broadcasting that, in the United States, involves nearly 1,100
television stations, four principal programming networks, dozens of pro-
gram suppliers, tens of thousands of companies with products or services
to sell, and hundreds of advertising agencies. The sounds and images we
see on the screen represent the intersection between that system and its
other crucial component: more than 200 million potential television view-
ers. The economic value of this system, measured strictly in terms of
revenues generated by broadcasters, is more phan $25 billion per year in
the United States alone.

The system rests upon policy established by the U.S. government more
than half a century ago—and subsequently “exported” to countries around
the world —regarding how the nation’s radio airwaves would be utilized,
by whom, and for what purposes. Television signals travel through the
air as electromagnetic signals riding on naturally occurring waves. They
share the electromagnetic spectrum with other forms of electronic com-
munication—FM and AM radio, shortwave radio, and microwave trans-
missions, among others. By the 1920s, it had become clear in the United
States that, as a public utility belonging to the nation as a whole, the
finite spectrum space had to be regulated if this natural resource was to
be utilized beneficially and if broadcasting chaos was not to ensue. The
Federal Radio Commission—later the Federal Communications Commis-
sion (FCC)—was formed to allocate spectrum space to various services,
assign stations in each service by issuing operating licenses, and regulate
existing stations by establishing guidelines and acting on requests for
license renewals. Unlike Great Britain and most other European coun-
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tries, the U.S. government decided not to become involved in broadcast-
ing itself, but Congress did charge the FCC with the task of assuring that
the airwaves were used “in the public interest”

In the early 1920s, radio set manufacturers themselves invested heav-
ily in broadeasting; it was difficult to persuade anyone to buy a radio if
there was nothing to listen to on it. By the mid-1920s, broadcasters were
searching for ways to cover the costs of programming. One way was to
persuade a product manufacturer or retailer to finance a program’s pro-
duction in exchange for promoting that product or store on the air. With
the advent of the radio network in 1926 (in which an affiliated group of
individual stations across the country broadcast the same programming,
which originated at one central station and was carried by telephone lines),
the possibility of a national advertising vehicle to rival newspapers and
magazines became a reality.

By the end of the 1920s, although neither the Congress nor the FCC
had ever established the system as policy, broadcasting in the United States
had become synonymous with commercial, advertiser-based broadcast-
ing. It was firmly entrenched as a large, profit-making industry despite
the fact that, in order to receive an operating license, each broadcaster
had to convince the FCC not that he or she could make a profit, but that
the station would serve “the public interest, convenience, and necessity.”
Moreover, the license itself —without which the broadcaster could not op-
erate but with which the broadcaster was granted exclusive use of a piece
of a natural resource as a vehicle for potentially making millions of dollars
—this license cost the broadcaster not one penny. By the early 1930s,
writes pioneer broadcast historian Eric Barnouw, “the industry had de-
veloped what was already known as the American system of broadcast-
ing, which made the salesman the trustee of the public interest, with
minimal supervision by a commission.”® By the time television emerged as
a mass entertainment form in the U.S. in the late 1940s, there was very
little debate over its use: it also would be primarily a vehicle for broad-
casters to sell people to advertisers.

It may sound cynical to say that television is in the business of selling
people to advertisers, but that is, crudely speaking, the way commercial
broadcasters make their money. Brandon Tartikoff, former head of the
NBC network, says the same thing but uses different terminology: “My
basic job is to provide a certain level of profits for my division, and my
division includes virtually all programming the network turns out. . . .
NBC guarantees RCA, its parent corporation, certain profits every year,
and I’'m obliged to deliver those profits. The higher the ratings of my
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shows, the greater the profits NBC enjoys” A Hollywood studio execu-
tive (the old film studios— Universal, Columbia, MGM/UA, Paramount,
Warner Bros. —are now the major suppliers of programming to the net-
works) puts it a bit more bluntly: “The primary purpose of American
television, as it’s presently constituted, is to deliver an audience to an
advertiser at the lowest cost per thousand. Quality, style, content—these
are all matters of subjective taste, and they are important only as they
relate to the rise and fall of ratings, which are the yardstick by which
television time is sold”®

The ratings spoken of here in such reverential tones are indeed the
mechanism by which people watching television are made into a commod-
ity to be sold in lots of one thousand. Television is not in the business of
selling goods and services to people; following a particularly convincing
ad for a laundry detergent, you cannot reach through your TV screen to
buy a package from the broadcaster who ran the ad. Indeed, it is only
with the advent of specialized cable channels like the Home Shopping
Network that television has been used on a large scale as a direct-sale
medium. Instead, broadcasters make their money by selling a portion of
their broadcast air time— which they control by virtue of having been
allotted a portion of spectrum space by the FCC and which they are al-
lowed to “sell” —to an individual or a company for its own purposes. Theo-
retically an individual or company might purchase thirty seconds of air
time to read a poem or display an experimental film, but with the cost of a
thirty-second network slot in prime time costing several hundred thou-
sand dollars, the only companies likely to purchase this time are those
that expect to realize more than the cost of that time as a consequence
of broadcasting their message. In other words, broadecast air time is
purchased by companies in order to promote the sale of their goods or
services.

The price that thirty seconds of air time will command is determined by
the statistical probability that a certain number of people fitting certain
demographic descriptions are tuned to the station selling the air time at
the moment the advertising message is to be broadcast. In practice, this
means that a relatively small sample of television households (around five
thousand) are selected to represent more than ninety million U.S. families
with television sets, and their viewing behavior is extrapolated to the
total TV-viewing population. The advertiser must judge whether the rate
charged for thirty seconds during that time period represents a good buy
in relation to the number of people likely to see that company’s message —
in other words, whether that company can reach a hypothetical one thou-
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sand people at a low cost compared with other means of reaching the same
thousand —including magazines, newspapers, billboards, and direct mail.

For the advertiser, television programs—which are the television texts
viewers turn on the set to see and which they think of as television—are
merely the bait that is likely to lure a particular audience to the TV set.
For the broadcaster, programming represents a cost, not a produect; it is
whatever the station or the network must offer in order to get viewers to
tune in. Stephen Dandel, one of television's most prolific writers who has
written for network shows from Mannix to Mission: Impossible, once
said in an interview that he owed his success to his ability early in his
career to discern the “essential quality” of television: “simply, that it's a
method for selling toilet paper, and writing is a very minor adjunct.’*’

The commercial broadeast networks (ABC, NBC, CBS, and FOX) do
not produce their own prime-time (evenings between eight and eleven
o'clock) entertainment programming. Rather, they buy network broad-
cast rights for particular shows from programming suppliers: Hollywood
studios or some of the independent production companies that have grown
up since the 1970s (Lorimar, Embassy, MTM, Spelling, and others). The
license fee paid by the networks for two broadcasts of an episode of a
prime-time sitcom or dramatic series usually covers only 75-85 percent of
production costs. Thus production companies generally realize a profit not
from the original sale of a program to the networks, but only when their
programs remain on the network broadcast schedule long enough to qual-
ify them for the next level of program distribution: syndication.

Of the 1,100 commerecial television stations in the United States, ap-
proximately 600 are affiliated with ABC, CBS, or NBC, another 140 with
the newer FOX network, and the remaining stations are not affiliated
with any network. Even network affiliates receive only a portion of each
day’s programming from the network. FOX affiliates receive only a few
evenings of prime-time network programming each week. The rest of the
broadcast day must be filled either by locally produced programming or
by programming purchased from distributors called syndicators. With the
exception of local news programs and a few public affairs programs pro-
duced to satisfy the vestigial remains of the FCC’s “public interest” man-
date, the vast majority of commercial stations produce little if any local
programming. The cost of such programs cannot be justified in relation to
the ratings those shows are likely to produce and, as a consequence, the
local advertising revenues likely to be realized.!' Instead, local stations
buy from syndicators the rights to show movies, game shows, and reruns
of network hits at times when network programming is not available. In
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the case of independent (non—network affiliated) stations, the entire broad-
casting output may be made up of syndicated programming.

Because a production company retains the syndication rights to its pro-
grams, it stands to make enormous profits by selling broadcast rights for
a successful network-broadcast program in each of the approximately two
hundred local television markets in the United States. The initial domes-
tic syndication of Magnum, P.I. brought its producers in excess of $100
million, and the subsequent syndication of early episodes of The Cosby
Show, which is still running on NBC, set syndication sales records well
above this figure.

Dynasty in Norway: The International
Television Economy

The enormous profits to be realized in the high-stakes game of com-
mercial entertainment television production in the United States helps to
explain several features of American broadcasting—indeed, of broad-
casting systems around the world. Local stations in the U.S. usually
“strip” reruns of network programs: a weekly series is run daily, Monday
through Friday. In order to be marketable in syndication, a series must
contain a minimum of approximately one hundred episodes, which works
out to about four years of network broadcasts. Therefore, there is tre-
mendous incentive for producers to keep a show on the network as long
as possible. Because a given show will be kept on the network schedule
only so long as it garners acceptable ratings, producers are not likely to
introduce changes in the show that might cause a ratings decline. As far
as the networks are concerned, once a show has demonstrated its ability
to produce high ratings, they are more likely to stick with it for as long
as those ratings are consistent rather than taking a gamble on a new,
untried program. It is easy to see, then, why it is possible to watch daily
local reruns of The Cosby Show or Cheers in virtually every city and
town in America, despite the fact that there are 1,100 separately pro-
grammed television stations serving those communities and despite the
fact that every single one of those stations has the production facilities to
make its own programming. Those shows deliver higher ratings at a lower
cost to the local broadcaster than would programs that station produced
itself.

One of the thorniest broadcasting policy issues in many countries is the
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degree to which foreign programming should be allowed to dominate tele-
vision schedules. Although television programming circulates from coun-
try to country around the world, much of the controversy in foreign coun-
tries centers around the importation of American shows. The debate over
foreign programming involves both cultural and economic concerns. To
what degree does a nation want its airwaves to be filled with program-
ming made in a different country, using a different cultural context, aimed
at different audiences, and speaking in a foreign language? The image of
American television as a giant threatening to dominate the airwaves of
other countries is based not only upon fears (whether grounded or not) of
cultural imperialism but also, and more concretely, on the position of Amer-
ican television within the world television market.

The American domestic television market is the richest and largest in
the world. Because U.S. advertisers are willing to pay more than $300,000
for thirty seconds of air time during a top-rated show, American net-
works can afford to pay producers as much as $2 million per episode for a
half-hour sitecom like The Cosby Show. Cheers, NBC'’s top-rated show in
1990, cost the network $1.25 million per episode but earned the network
an estimated $2.6 million in advertising revenue. From the twenty-five-
week season of new episodes and summer reruns, NBC realizes annual
revenues of $115 million from Cheers alone.'? For established network
hits, producers may be able to negotiate a network license fee that ex-
ceeds the cost of production (Cheers producers demanded a 284 percent
increase in license fees for the 1991-92 season, to $4.8 million per epi-
sode), but other shows can be sold to the networks for less than it costs to
make them because they potentially can realize hundreds of millions of
dollars in syndication sales.

Having already covered their costs and made a profit from the licensing
of a successful program to the network and its subsequent syndication,
American producers can afford to offer broadcast rights for that program
in another country at a fraction of what it would cost that country’s televi-
sion system or a local producer to make a program that would appeal to as
many viewers. The price at which the program is offered need bear little
relationship to the cost of making it, because production costs have al-
ready been recovered in the American domestic market. For example, in
1983 the Norwegian Broadcasting Corporation paid only $1,500 per epi-
sode for Dynasty, which at that time was at the height of its international
fame. Episodes of popular half-hour American programs have been of-
fered to countries like Zambia and Syria for as little as $50.'% In Great
Britain, it costs an average of roughly £60,000 ($100,000) to produce an
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hour of television programming for national broadcast, and some dramatic
productions cost much more. Even at £10,000 per episode, it is still much
cheaper to import a dramatic series produced in the United States than to
produce an hour of domestic programming.

Making it even more difficult for local broadecasting systems and inde-
pendent producers to compete against American programming is the fact
that audiences frequently associate the “look” of American television with
high quality. With average budgets of $1 million per hour, American pro-
grams can afford what are called high production values. Alternative
“looks” can be achieved on smaller budgets by local producers, but they
might be regarded by viewers not merely as different but as technically
inferior to the American product. At least commercial broadecasters out-
side the United States can recoup part or all of the costs of local produc-
tion from the sale of advertising. For “public service” broadcasting sys-
tems that operate from TV license fees or government appropriations, the
temptation to buy imported programming rather than making their own
is even greater, because for them programming is an absolute and unre-
coverable cost, not an investment.

Ironically, or predictably, the economics of present-day American broad-
cast television and its impact on the world market make it very difficult
for foreign broadcasters to get a foothold in the world’s largest and poten-
tially most lucrative television market. There is simply very little incen-
tive for the American networks to import foreign programming. Network
programming executives assume that the great mass of American televi-
sion viewers will not watch foreign programming—even if it is in English.
No other country is in the position of being able to make large quantities
of very expensively produced programs with the expectation of being able
to cover production costs in the domestic market and thus being able to
sell foreign rights for a pittance per episode to foreign countries. Indeed,
few if any foreign-produced series have ever made it into the prime-time
network schedule in the United States.

The essays in this collection use as their principal illustrations exam-
ples of American television. In part this is because the contributors are
based in the United States and have access primarily to American televi-
sion. As we've seen, access to non-U.S. programming is much more limited
—both for us and for other American television viewers. It is also the
case, however, that because of the economie structure of the world televi-
sion market described above, people around the world are more likely to
be familiar with examples of American television programming than they
are with programming from any other country aside from their own. Dal-
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las, for example, has been viewed by people in more than ninety coun-
tries. We use these examples of American television despite our recogni-
tion of the fact that the meanings and pleasures of Twin Peaks or The
Simpsons inevitably change as those texts circulate around the world and
as people from different cultures encounter them. For better or worse,
American television provides us with the closest thing we currently have
to a common set of television texts.

The Dual Economies of Television

This very brief overview of what is called the political economy of televi-
sion hardly does justice to the complexity of either the political or the
economic issues it has raised. At the very least, I hope it has made the
point that there is nothing innocent or inconsequential about the commer-
cial television system that provides us with such seemingly inconsequen-
tial programming— programming upon which the following essays will
concentrate. Obviously, there is a great deal at stake for U.S. broadcast-
ers as they attempt to secure their share of a $25 billion domestic market.
Cheers might be a half-hour of mindless entertainment to us, but to NBC
there’s nothing funny about the hundreds of millions of dollars in advertis-
ing revenues that half-hour generates.

The system of commercial broadcasting in the United States also has
important consequences for viewers as well. Commercial broadcasters have
taken to calling their output “free television” to distinguish it from pay-
per-month cable services like HBO, the Disney Channel, or Showtime.
But commercial broadcasting is 7ot free, at least for the viewing public.
In being granted a broadcast license, station owners are given—at no
cost to them—the right to exclusive use of a part of a natural resource
(the electromagnetic spectrum) upon which a value can and is placed when-
ever a television station and its accompanying license is sold. Certainly
commercial broadcast time is not “free,” and yet its only value results
from large numbers of viewers being successfully recruited to serve as
commodities that can be sold to advertisers. Canadian media scholar Dal-
las Smythe has gone so far as to argue that, by watching television, we
function in the economic system of commerecial television not only as com-
modities but as laborers. As he puts it: “The work which audience mem-
bers perform for the advertiser to whom they have been sold is to learn to
buy particular ‘brands’ of consumer goods, and to spend their income
accordingly.”** The low cost at which American programming is offered in
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foreign markets carries the hidden price of undercutting a country’s do-
mestic program production and cultivating production standards against
which that country’s domestic programs will find it difficult to compete.

John Fiske has suggested that there are two “economies” of commercial
television: a political economy and a cultural economy. The first produces
an audience that can be sold to advertisers as a commodity. But, Fiske
argues, the viewer’s relationship with television cannot be reduced to that
process of commodification because there is another economy at work on
the other side of the screen. In the cultural economy of television, tradi-
tional economie distinctions rapidly blur. Viewers might well be commodi-
ties to broadcasters and advertisers, but they are sentient, thinking com-
modities. Their willingness to “consume” programming provides a basis
for commerecial television, but through their consumption viewers simul-
taneously produce meanings and pleasures.'® As we shall see, those mean-
ings and pleasures almost certainly differ among audience groups and
might well be quite different from the meanings and pleasures anticipated
by program producers.

Understanding how both economies work is obviously important, but
each starts from a different place. Political economists begin their studies
in the boardrooms of a handful of giant corporations; in this collection of
essays we start from the living rooms and bedrooms in which hundreds of
millions of people experience the results of the decisions made in those
boardrooms. Exploring how people make moments of television meaning-
ful and pleasurable seems to us a sensible way of beginning the critical
study of television. Having gained a better grasp of the complexities of
television’s discourses and our everyday experiences of them, we should
be in a better position to begin to relate those discourses and experiences
to other aspects of our lives and to other aspects of television.

Some Final Introductory Thoughts and a
“TV Guide” to the Rest of the Book

The essays you are about to read are certainly not arranged in order of
perceived significance (either ascending or descending) or in the belief
that the final chapters provide the ultimate answers to the problems left
unsolved in earlier essays. Indeed, the two concluding essays are designed
to open up new questions about television and the ways we might study it.
For this second edition, each of the collection’s central chapters has been
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revised to take into account recent scholarship and to respond to the feed-
back we have received from some of the thousands of teachers, students,
and other readers who have used the first edition.

We have also updated the examples we use to illustrate critical points in
each chapter. There is no way a book on television can be “current.” The
television schedule in place at the time we write is certain to be different
by the time this edition is published, and it will be different still at the
time you read this. For this reason, choosing examples from programs
likely to be familiar to the reader is a tricky business. Some examples are
drawn from the “current” prime-time schedule; others are from programs
in their second lives in U.S. syndication or in worldwide release; still oth-
ers are from programs, last seen on U.S. network television decades ago,
that have found third, fourth, or subsequent “lives” through new delivery
systems —cable, satellite, or videocassette. In his essay on postmodernism,
Jim Collins discusses how these “old” programs become new texts when
framed by different discourses.

The poor quality of television images in the book is not the fault of the
production process but is rather the result, in most cases, of their having
been shot directly from the television screen. Because film is a photograph-
based medium, frame enlargements of film shots reproduced in books some-
times look better than the moving images from which they are taken.
Conversely, because the television image is in constant motion, freezing it
always results in a loss of quality. Nevertheless, we felt that some analy-
ses needed to be anchored by visual reference points—however blurry
—taken from the text under discussion.

Qur discussion of television begins with Ellen Seiter’s essay on the
influence of semiotics and post-structuralism on television studies. Seiter
lays out the basic terminology of structuralism and semiotics, which has
become the standard for describing the ways in which various symbol
systems, including television, represent the world. She also takes up the
challenges and emendations to early structuralist work that evolved as
that work came to be applied to everything from verbal languages to strip-
tease shows.

With Sarah Kozloff’s essay, we move from a general theory of the na-
ture of relationships among all types of signs to a consideration of a spe-
cial kind of semiotic organization: the narrative. Understanding the way
in which narratives work is crucial to understanding our relationships
with television; except for oral storytelling, television is the most prolific
and important narrative medium in the world today. In addition to fictional
stories, television also structures “real” events in narrative terms. Thus
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narrative theory attempts to account for patterns of organization that run
through all narrative as well as for differences among types of narrative.

My own essay takes up the flip side of narrative theory. Narrative the-
ory begins with the recognition that every narrative is not just a story,
but a story told by someone in a particular way. What I call reader-oriented
criticism begins with an equally commonsensical insight: every story is
told with someone else in mind and is made sense of by the “listener” in
particular ways. In its ways of addressing its viewers, television draws
upon both cinema and face-to-face communication, making the role of the
spectator particularly complex. My essay discusses critical approaches to
television drawn from reader-oriented theories of literature as well as strat-
egies borrowed from anthropology and cultural studies for understanding
the role of television in everyday life.

In her essay on genre theory and television, Jane Feuer argues that
part of the process of making sense and deriving pleasure from any given
text involves relating that text to others. Genre theory helps to provide us
with ways of relating industrial practice in television (the need to turn
out, on a regular schedule, huge numbers of texts that must appeal to
millions of different viewers) to the texts that are produced as a result of
this process and both to the expectations of audiences.

Mimi White’s essay on ideological analysis again reminds us that by
agreeing to be viewers we implicitly become parties to a contract between
ourselves and an enormous institution. Ideological analysis concerns itself
with the nature and functioning of television as institution, the assump-
tions and values that underlie the texts it produces, and the manner in
which we are positioned relative to both institution and text. As White
demonstrates, even the act of watching a rather unremarkable commer-
cial carries with it an enormous range of assumptions about television in
general and the cultural contract we make with it.

Sandy Flitterman-Lewis reconceptualizes the relationship between
viewer and text in terms of contemporary psychoanalytic theory, particu-
larly that developed to account for our relationship with movies. She takes
as her starting point the suggestive analogy between the act of dreaming
and that of watching a film. Although acknowledging the relevance of
that analogy in connecting the desires of the spectator with the fantasies
enacted in visual narratives, Flitterman-Lewis goes on to demonstrate
the important differences between film and television and the resultant
modifications that must be made if cine-psychoanalysis is to help us un-
derstand television texts and “tele-spectators.

Throughout the history of American commercial broadcasting, the in-
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dustry has regarded women as the prime audience for many types of pro-
gramming. Indeed, around the world, programs are made that attempt to
appeal especially to women. In her essay on feminist criticism and televi-
sion, E. Ann Kaplan considers both how women are represented on tele-
vision and how women as television spectators are addressed and engaged
by the medium.

John Fiske examines the strand of television analysis that has emerged
from the cluster of approaches commonly called British cultural studies.
British cultural studies has conceived of culture as an arena of struggle
between those with power and those without it. Watching television, Fiske
argues, is not a process by which messages are implanted in the con-
sciousness of a uniform mass audience, but rather a process of negotiation
between groups of viewers in different social situations and television texts
that are themselves open to a variety of interpretations.

In the first of two essays added for the revised edition, Jim Collins asks
whether the term postmodernism might be applied to some of the distine-
tive features of television. Because the label postmodernist has been used
in a variety of ways to describe everything from architecture, furniture,
and fashion to literature, cinema, and Twin Peaks, it is important to ex-
amine what “condition” postmodernism attempts to account for and
whether or not this account tells us anything useful about television.

The afterword arose from the reaction of a reader and teacher of televi-
sion studies to the first edition. James Hay felt that too much emphasis
had been placed on the connections among approaches. Readers needed
to know, he argued, that the approaches also differed from each other in
significant ways. His essay places the approaches up against one another,
points out their differences, and discusses how each constitutes television
as an object of study in a unique way.

Each chapter concludes with suggestions for further reading on the
critical approach dealt with and includes key works of television criticism
produced from that perspective. A more general bibliography of televi-
sion criticism can be found at the end of the book. Citations for general
theoretical works are given at the end of each chapter. Full citations for
works of television criticism are included in the bibliography.

You should keep in mind that these essays in no way do justice to the
complexities of the individual approaches they discuss. We have not at-
tempted to substitute a Reader’s Digest account for the need to grapple
with the central works in each of these areas. Instead, we lay out in a
provisional and necessarily schematic fashion some of the ways these ap-
proaches might aid in an understanding of television. We leave it to you to
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explore these critical frameworks further and to test and challenge the
relationships between them and television that we have proposed.

NOTES
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SEMIOTICS,
STRUCTURALISM,

AND

TELEVISION

ellen seiter

ontemporary television criticism derives much of its

vocabulary from semiotics and structuralism. This

chapter will introduce the basic terminology of these

methods, offer a case study of structuralist meth-
ods applied to children’s television, and introduce some of the concepts the
so-called post-structuralists have used to critique and expand upon semi-
otics and structuralism. The late Paddy Whannel used to joke, “Semiotics
tells us things we already know in a language we will never understand”
Learning the vocabulary of semiotics is certainly one of its most trying
aspects. This vocabulary makes it possible, however, to identify and de-
scribe what makes TV distinctive as a communication medium, as well as
how it relies on other sign systems to communicate. Both questions are
vital to the practice of television criticism, and these terms will be en-
countered in a broad range of critical methods from psychoanalysis to
cultural studies.

Semiotics is the study of everything that can be used for communication:
words, images, traffic signs, flowers, music, medical symptoms, and much
more. Semiotics studies the way such “signs” communicate and the rules
that govern their use. As a tool for the study of culture, semiotics repre-
sents a radical break from traditional criticism, in which the first order of
business is the interpretation of an aesthetic object or text in terms of its
immanent meaning. Semiotics first asks how meaning is created, rather
than what the meaning is. In order to do this, semiotics uses a specialized
vocabulary to describe signs and how they function. Often this vocabulary
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smacks of scientism to the newcomer and clashes with our assumptions
about what criticism and the humanities are. But the special terminology
of semiotics and its attempt to compare the production of meaning in a
diverse set of mediums— aesthetic signs being only one of many objects
of study —have allowed us to describe the workings of cultural communi-
cation with greater accuracy and enlarged our recognition of the conven-
tions that characterize our culture.

The term semiotics was coined by Charles S. Peirce (1839-1914), an
American philosopher, although his work on semiotics did not become
widely known until the 1930s. The field was also “invented” by Swiss lin-
guist Ferdinand de Saussure. The term he used to describe the new sci-
ence he advocated in Course in General Linguistics, published posthu-
mously in 1959, was semiology. Structuralism is most closely associated
with anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss, whose studies of the logic and
worldview of “primitive” cultures were first published in the 1950s. Al-
though it relies on many of the principles of semiotics, structuralism en-
gages larger questions of cultural meaning and ideology and thus has been
widely used in literary and media criticism. Semiotics and structuralism
are so closely related they may be said to overlap—semiotics being a field
of study in itself, whereas structuralism is a method of analysis often used
in semiotics.!

Structuralism stresses that each element within a cultural system
derives its meaning from its relationship to every other element in the
system: there are no independent meanings, but rather many meanings
produced by their difference from other elements in the system. Begin-
ning in the 1960s, some leading European intellectuals applied semiotics
and structuralism to many different sign systems. Roland Barthes care-
fully analyzed fashion, French popular culture from wrestling to wine
drinking, and a novella by Balzac. Umberto Eco turned his attention
to Superman comic strips and James Bond novels. Christian Metz set
out to describe the style of Hollywood cinema as a semiotic system. By
addressing the symbolic and communicative capacity of humans in gen-
eral, semiotics and structuralism help us see connections between fields
of study that are normally divided among different academic depart-
ments in the university. Thus they are specially suited to the study of
television.
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The Sign

The smallest unit of meaning in semiotics is called the sign. Semiotics
begins with this smallest unit and builds rules for the combination of signs.
Fredric Jameson has pointed out that this concern with discerning the
smallest unit of meaning is something that semioties shares with other
major intellectual movements of the twentieth century, including linguis-
tics and nuclear physics, but it is an unusual starting point for criticism,
which has tended to discuss works as organic wholes. Taking the definition
of the smallest unit as a starting point indicates a shift in the sciences
from perception to models: “where the first task of a science henceforth
seems the establishment of a method, or a model, such that the basic
conceptual units are given from the outset and organize the data (the
atom, the phoneme)”? Saussure conceptualized the sign as composed of
two distinct parts, although these parts are separable only in theory, not
in actual communication. Every sign is composed of a signifier, that is,
the image, object, or sound itself —the part of the sign that has a material
form—and the signified, the concept it represents.

In written language, the sign rain is composed of the grouping of four
letters on this page (the signifier) and the idea or concept of rain (the
signified) —that is, the category of phenomena we reserve for water fall-
ing from the sky. Saussure stressed that the relationship between the
signifier and the signified in verbal language was entirely conventional,
completely arbitrary. There is no natural or necessary connection between
rain and the concept for which it stands. Furthermore, words have no
positive value. A word’s meaning derives entirely from its difference from
other words in the sign system of language. On the level of signifier, we
recognize rain through its distinguishability from brain or sprain or rail
or Braille or roan or reign. The signified is meaningful because of its
difference from sprinkle, drizzle, downpour, monsoon, or from hail, sleet,
or snow. Other words could be invented, such as raim or sain, that use
the same alphabet and are pronounceable, but because these “words” do
not enter into relationships with other signs in the system in a meaningful
way, they remain at the level of nonsense.

Each language marks off its own set of meaningful differences: we can
imagine an infinite number of possibilities for signifiers and signifieds, but
each language makes only some differences important and detectable.
Learning a second language is difficult because each language consists of
a set of signs whose meanings derive from differences to which we might
not be sensitive—phonetic distinctions we can’t “hear,” grammar rules
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that make distinetions unfamiliar to us, and words that are untranslatable
into our first language. However, studying a second language does make
us aware of Saussure’s point about the arbitrary nature of verbal lan-
guages. The signifier for rain changes to pluie in French and Regen in
German. Neither has any more natural connection to the notion of water
falling from the sky than does rain. Even onomatopoeia— words that
seem to imitate the sounds they signify—turn out to be partly conven-
tional. For English speakers, a rooster goes “cock-a-doodle-doo.” For Ger-
mans he goes “Kikeriki”

Saussure was interested in studying the structure of language as a sys-
tem, and he bracketed off the real objects to which language refers: its
referents. Semiotics does not concern itself with the referent of the sign
rain, that is, actual water falling from the sky on a particular day at a
particular place. The concept of rain is independent of any given occur-
rence of the actual event. Moreover, both Saussure and Peirce recognized
that some signs have no “real” object to which they refer: abstractions
(truth, freedom) or products of the imagination (mermaids, unicorns). More
important, they wished to argue that all signs are cultural constructs that
have taken on meaning through repeated, learned, collective use. Peirce
emphasized that even when we try to define a sign, we are always forced
to use another sign to translate it; he labeled the sign that we use to
describe another sign the interpretant.

In this book, for example, we will be describing television’s audiovisual
sign systems using linguistic signs (words on these pages) and black-and-
white still photographs that are in many ways quite distant and different
from the original object. To take another example, when an image on the
television news is identified as “Corazon Aquino,” a sign produced by an
electronic image is translated into another sign system—that of proper
nouns. Proper names are a special class of signs that seem to have a real,
easily agreed-upon referent. But our understanding of persons (especially
those represented frequently on television) is filtered through sign systems:
we don't “know” anything or anyone (even ourselves) except through
language.

Images do not have an unmediated relationship with their referents.
The image of Aquino could be understood in terms of general categories
ranging from “world leaders” to Filipino women. The referent of Aquino’s
image will vary greatly depending on the cultural context—for example
from the United States to Japan. The proper name could refer to another
interpretant, such as “president of the Philippines.” Even if we were in
the same room with Aquino and used our index fingers to point to her and
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say, “There is Corazon Aquino,” we would have used another set of signs,
gestural and verbal ones. Charles S. Peirce saw the process of communi-
cation as an unending chain of sign production, which he dubbed “unlim-
ited semiosis” Peirce’s concept of the sign forces the realization that no
communication takes place outside of sign systems —we are always trans-
lating signs into other signs. The conventions of the sign system control
the ways we are able to communicate (that is, produce signifiers) and limit
the range of meanings available (that is, what signifieds can be produced).

Umberto Eco defines a sign as “everything that, on the grounds of a
previously established social convention, can be taken as something stand-
ing for something else.”® Surprisingly, Eco means to include in this definition
even those signs that at first glance seem to be more “natural” than lin-
guistic ones. It is through social convention and cultural appropriation
that a dark, cloudy sky becomes a sign for “impending storm”” Those same
dark clouds could be used to signify bad luck, or nature responding in kind
to one’s own gloomy mood (as in the literary convention of pathetic fal-
lacy). The meaning of rain can vary greatly from one culture to another: in
some Polynesian societies, a rainstorm is taken to mean that the sky is
crying for the death of a child.

Eco’s conception of the sign is adapted from the work of Peirce, who did
not limit himself to symbolic signs (language), as Saussure did, but at-
tempted to account for all types of signs, including pictorial ones. To do
s0, he introduced specific definitions of the terms icon and index. The
categories symbolic, iconic, and indexical are not mutually exclusive. Tele-
vision constantly uses all three types of signs simultaneously. Television
images are both iconic and indexical, and programs often use words (sym-
bolic signs) on the screen and the soundtrack.

In the iconic sign, the signifier structurally resembles its signified. We
must “learn” to recognize this resemblance just as we learn to read maps
or to draw. The correspondence between a drawing of a dog, for example,
and the signified “dog” (which might be a particular specimen of dog or
the concept of dog in general) could take many different forms. The draw-
ing could be skeletal or anatomical, in which case it might take a trained
veterinarian or zoologist to recognize any structural similarity between
the drawing and the signified “dog” The iconic sign could be a child’s
drawing, in which case another kind of expert decoder, for instance the
child’s parent or teacher, might be required to detect the structural re-
semblance. Most drawings rely on rules that dictate point of view and
scale; an “aerial view” of a dog, a head-on angle, or a drawing done twenty
times larger than scale would be much harder for most of us to recognize
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than the conventional side-angle view in which two legs, a tail, a pointed
ear, and whiskers will do the job, even if no attempt is made at coloration
and the drawing appears only as an outline in black. Most of these admo-
nitions about the conventionality of drawings hold true for video images
as well, even though we think of television as more lifelike.

Indexical signs involve an existential link between the signifier and the
referent: the sign relies on their joint presence at some point in time.
Drawings do not qualify as indexical signs because we can make a drawing
of something we have never seen. Maps are iconic rather than indexical
because a cartographer can create a map solely on the basis of other iconic
signs, such as diagrams and geological surveys; she may never have been
to the place the map will signify.

Indexical signs are different from iconic ones because they rely on a
material connection between signifier and signified: smoke means fire,
pawprints mean the presence of a cat; a particular set of fingerprints
signifies “Richard Nixon”; red spots signify “measles” Most images pro-
duced by cameras belong to Peirce’s class of “indexical signs” because they
require the physical presence of the referent before the camera lens at
some point in time for their production. This fact about an image is, how-
ever, virtually impossible to verify without being present at the time the
image was made. Stand-ins and look-alikes, trick photographs, special ef-
fects, computer-generated graphics, multiple exposures, and animated im-
ages can all be used to lie to the camera. Even images that we treat as
particularly unique because they have as their signified an individual liv-
ing creature may be dictated by convention. Throughout Lassie’s career
as a television character, many different dogs (most of them male) have
been used in the part, often within the same episode. Although many
individual Lassies have now died, the iconic sign “Lassie” lives on, thanks
to the skills of the various production crews and the animal trainers who
find new dogs whenever a new version of the Lassie series is produced. It
may be a blow to our faith in physiognomy, but we can be fooled by pic-
tures of persons almost as easily.

Indexical signs are also established through social convention. Animals
have left pawprints for as long as they have roamed the earth, but their
pawprints became a sign only when people began to use them for track-
ing. As Umberto Eco explains: “The first doctor who discovered a sort of
constant relationship between an array of red spots on a patient’s face and
a given disease (measles) made an inference: but insofar as this relation-
ship has been made conventional and has been registered as such in medi-
cal treatises a semiotic convention has been established. There is a sign
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every time a human group decides to use and recognize something as the
vehicle for something else™ Indexical signs are no less tainted by human
intervention than symbolic or iconic ones; they require the same accumu-
lation of use and the same reinforcement and perpetuation by a social
group to be understood as signs in the first place.

To understand television images, we must learn to recognize many con-
ventions of representation. One of the characteristics of such representa-
tional codes is that we become so accustomed to them that we may not
recognize their use; they become as “natural” to us as the symbolic signs
of language, and we think of iconic signs as the most logical —sometimes
as the only possible—way to signify aspects of our world. We can watch
this learning taking place when infants and toddlers begin to watch televi-
sion. Toddlers, for example, like to touch the screen frequently as they
struggle to understand the two-dimensional nature of television’s iconic
signs. Conventional expectations of scale, perspective, camera angle, color,
lighting, lens focal length, and subject-to-camera distance (that is, non-
representational aspects of the image) are acquired through exposure to
television; if a camera operator violates too many of these conventions, we
may not be able to “recognize” the image at all.

In its strict sense, Peirce’s model does not require the “intention” to
communicate: signs may be produced by nonhuman agencies (such as when
a TV set’s technical breakdown produces “snow” on the screen), for exam-
ple, or by unconscious senders. Peirce’s model does not necessarily re-
quire a human receiver of the sign, or any receiver at all, although, be-
cause signs are social and conventional, there must be the possibility that
a given sign would be understood by a potential receiver. Signification
cannot take place outside of human communication, but semiotics does
not require the existence of empirically verifiable receivers of its signs,
and it cannot promise that all receivers will agree on the relationship of
signifier to signified. Thus authorial intention is not included in the study
of signs and neither is the interpretation or reception of the message by
empirical audiences.

“The camera never lies” is a statement that tells us a lot about the way
we accept many photographic or electronic images as real when they in-
volve indexical signs, even if, from a semiotic point of view, the statement
is a falsehood. Many television images are produced in such a way that we
are encouraged to understand them only as indexical signs. Stand-up shots
of reporters on location are one example of this: we may not be able to
decipher from the image itself whether Andrea Mitchell is really stand-
ing on the White House lawn, but TV places an enormous stress on the
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connection between the image and this location as it exists in real time
and space.® Since its invention, so much has been made of the objectivity
of the camera as a recording instrument that we often fail to recognize the
extent to which camera images are produced according to rules just as
drawings are. Semiotics reminds us that the signifiers produced by TV
are related to their signifieds by convention, even if, when we watch some-
thing like the news, we tend not to think of the active production of signs
involved in TV but simply receive the news as pure information, as an
unmediated signified.

To engage in fantasy for a moment, consider producing a newsbreak
about a completely fictional event for broadcast on network TV. If we gave
some careful thought to the way newsbreaks are written and the topics
usually covered in them, we could script and storyboard a newsbreak that
exactly conformed to the mode or presentation typical of U.S. network
newscasting. If we had access to the facilities, technicians, equipment,
supplies, and personnel of one of the networks, and if we could coerce an
anchor to violate professional ethics (or find a convincing impostor) and
read our script, we could produce a newsbreak, complete with “live ac-
tion” reports, that would be indistinguishable from the authentic item.
Semioties reminds us that with nonfictional television, no less than with
its fictional counterpart, we are dealing not with referents but with signs.
In the end, it is impossible to verify the referent from television’s sounds
and images. Perhaps this is why, as Margaret Morse argues, the person of
the news anchor, in his or her “ceremonial role,” has become increasingly
important in securing our belief in the news and our sense of its
authenticity.® In this and many other ways, television relies heavily on the
figure of the unique individual, the television personality. Most of televi-
sion’s signs are easily copied because they are based in convention, but the
on-camera talking head of a known television personality is still one of the
more difficult aspects of the image to fake.

Umberto Eco has eriticized Peirce’s distinction among symbolie, iconic,
and indexical on the grounds that it tends to overlook the historical and
social production of all signs. Instead, Eco offers a definition that casts all
signs in terms of this context: “Semiotics is in principle the discipline
studying everything which can be used in order to lie. If something can-
not be used to tell a lie, conversely it cannot be used to tell the truth: it
cannot in fact be used ‘to tell’ at all”? Television communication is no more
mediated or contaminated than other forms of communication—spoken
language, written language, still photography —in its relationship to real-
ity. The important insight that can be gained from the study of semiotics
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and structuralism is that all communication is partial, motivated, conven-
tional, and “biased,” even those forms such as print journalism that are
founded on a reputation for truth-seeking and attempt to convey the im-
pression of reliability. The study of semiotics insists that we should dis-
cern the distinctive ways of producing and combining signs practiced by
particular kinds of television, in particular places, and at a particular point
in time, because these codes are inseparable from the “reality” of media
communication.

Denotation and Connotation

So far we have been discussing the sign in terms of denotative meaning.
Connotative meanings land us squarely in the domain of ideology: the
worldview (including the model of social relations and their causes) por-
trayed from a particular position and set of interests in society. Roland
Barthes devoted much of his work to the distinction between denotation
and connotation in aesthetic texts. In images, denotation is the first order
of signification: the signifier is the image itself and the signified is the idea
or concept—what it is a picture of. Connotation is a second-order signify-
ing system that uses the first sign, (signifier and signified), as its signifier
and attaches an additional meaning, another signified, to it. Barthes
thought of connotation as fixing or freezing the meaning of the denota-
tion; it impoverishes the first sign by ascribing a single and usually ideo-
logical signified to it.® This is why it takes many words to describe the
signifier at the first level —we must include camera angle, color, size, light-
ing, composition, and so on. But connotations can often be described in
Just one word (noble, romantic, gritty, patriotic, humorous). Sometimes
the difference between connotation and denotation seems rather mechan-
ical in television criticism because television’s signs are nearly already
complex messages or texts, making it difficult to isolate the difference
between the two levels of signification. Perhaps it is best to think of con-
notation as a parasite attaching itself to a prior signification.

To begin with a simple denotation, the fade to black has as its signifier
the gradual disappearance of the picture on the screen and, as its signified,
simply “black” This sign has been strongly conventionalized in motion
pictures and television so that it exists as the following connotative sign:
the signifier is “fade to black” and the signified is “ending” of a scene or a
program. Television production texts insist that students must always use
the fade to black at the end of every program and before any commercial
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breaks.? The fade to black has become part of a very stable signification.
But connotations may eventually change through repetition. On Knots
Landing, a CBS prime-time soap opera that has cultivated an image as a
“quality program,” each segment ends with a fade to black that lasts sev-
eral beats longer than in most programs. This “fade to black” is part of
the tone of Knots Landing; it is used for the connotation “serious drama”
or “high-class show” (suggesting that the audience needs a moment to
collect itself emotionally, to think over the scene before going on to the
commerecial). The longer fade to black now appears on many shows that
aspire to such a connotation, including thirtysomething and L.A. Law.
Connotations fix the meaning of a sign, but in other kinds of texts—those
not of broadcast television—the denotation “fade to black” could take on
other meanings as well. In a student production, frequent use of the fade
to black could connote “rank amateur direction”; in an art video, it could
connote “experimental, modernist style.”

To give another example, hair color can be singled out in a television
image as a denotation. Many TV actors are women whose hair is light
blond. On a connotative level, shades of hair color (the first level of sig-
nification) are used to produce signifieds such as “glamorous,” “beautiful,’
“youthful,” “dumb,” or “sexy” on the second level of signification. These
connotations, widely known through their repeated use in film and televi-
sion, are ones that have a specific history in the United States, one that
stems from glorifying the physical appearance of Anglo women (based on
their difference from and presumed superiority to other races and
ethnicities). But they are also subject to change or revision over time.
Compare, for example, the changing connotations of blondness in the tele-
vision images of Farrah Fawcett on Charlie's Angels (youthful, pure), Linda
Evans on Dynasty (virtuous, rich), and Madonna in her music videos and
public appearances such as the 1991 Academy Awards ceremony (in which
she deliberately “quoted” Marilyn Monroe’s hairstyle and what it connotes:
sexiness as a costume).

Some aspects of the image and soundtrack that we think of as nonrepre-
sentational actually function as symbolic signs and often carry connota-
tive meanings; examples may include the color of light (pink for female-
ness, white for goodness); music (minor chords and slow tempos signifying
melancholy, solo instrumentals signifying loneliness); or photographic tech-
nique (soft focus signifying romance, hand-held cameras signifying on-
the-spot documentary). Television is not completely different from writ-
ten language in this respect. Printed words are inseparable from their
nonrepresentational form in terms of typeface, size of type, boldness, color
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of paper, and so forth. These signs are all established through convention
and repeated use. Such nonrepresentational signs have not been studied
as thoroughly by semioticians as have representational ones.° One of the
goals of semiotic analysis of television is to make us conscious of the use of
connotation on television, so that we realize how much of what appears
naturally meaningful on TV is actually historical, changeable, and cultur-
ally specific.

Barthes argued that connotation is the primary way in which the mass
media communicate ideological meanings. A dramatic example of the op-
eration of “myth,” as Barthes called such connotations, and of television’s
rapid elaboration of new meanings is explosion of the space shuttle Chal-
lenger. The sign consisted of a signifier—the TV image itself—that was
coded in certain ways (symmetrical composition, long shot of shuttle on
launching pad, daylight, blue sky background) and the denoted meaning
or signified “space shuttle” On the connotative level, the space shuttle
was used as a signifier for a set of ideological signifieds including “scientific
progress,” “manifest destiny in space,” and “U.S. superiority over the So-
viet Union in the cold war”

On 28 January 1986, these connotations were radically displaced. On
that day, all three commercial networks repeatedly broadeast videotape of
the space shuttle exploding. This footage was accompanied first by a
stunned silence, then by an abundance of speech by newscasters, by ex-
pert interviewees, by press agents, and by President Reagan (who can-
celed his State of the Union address to speak about the explosion), much
of which primarily expressed shock. The connotation of the sign “space
shuttle” was destabilized; it became once again subject—as denotation—to
an unpredictable number of individual meanings or competing ideological
interpretations. It was as if the explosion restored the sign’s original
signified, which could then lead to a series of questions and interpreta-
tions of the space shuttle relating to its status as a material object, its
design, what it was made out of, who owned it, who had paid for it, who
had built it, what it was actually going to do on the mission, how much
control the crew or others at NASA had over it. At such a moment, the
potential exists for the production of counterideological connotations.
Rather than scientific progress, the connotation “fallibility of scientific
bureaucracy” might have been attached to the space shuttle; “manifest
destiny in space” might have been replaced by “waste of human life”; and
“U.S. superiority over the U.S.S.R” by “basic human needs sacrificed to
technocracy.”

Television played a powerful role in stabilizing the meaning of the space
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shuttle. The networks, following the lead of the White House, almost
immediately fixed on a connotation compatible with the state ideology.
This connotative meaning is readable in the graphic, devised by television
production staffs, that appeared in the frame with newscasters when they
introduced further reports on the Challenger: an image of the space shut-
tle with a U.S. flag at half mast in the left foreground. This image helped
to fix the connotation “tragic loss for a noble and patriotic cause” to the
sign “space shuttle.” Television produced this new connotation within hours
of the event. Some of its force comes from its association with cultural and
ideological codes that already enjoy wide circulation: the genre of war
films, the TV news formula for reporting military casualties, the history
of national heroes and martyrs. Later interpretations of the Challenger
explosion or the space shuttle program had to compete with this one.

The study of connotation indicates the importance of understanding
television signs as a historical system—one that is subject to change.
Semiotics allows us to describe the process of connotation, the relation-
ship of signs within a system, and the nature of signs themselves. But the
study of connotation also directs us outside the television text and beyond
the field of semiotics. We might want to study the producers of television
messages (television networks, NASA, the White House press corps),
the receivers of messages (the U.S. public), and the context in which
signification takes place (the object of study of economics, sociology, polit-
ical science, philosophy). Semiotics often leads us to questions about these
things, but it cannot help us answer the questions because the study of
the referent is outside its domain.

Combinations and Codes

A semiotics of television provides us with a set of problems different
from those we encounter when we study written or spoken language. What
is television’s smallest unit of meaning? Does the set of rules governing
combinations of sounds and images on U.S. television constitute a gram-
mar? To answer these questions, it will be necessary to introduce several
more terms from the special vocabulary of semiotics: channel, code,
syntagm, paradigm, langue, and parole.

In language a small set of distinctive units—letters and sounds
(phonemes)—are used to create more complex significations: words, sen-
tences, paragraphs. Unlike language, television does not conveniently
break down into discrete elements or building blocks of meaning; it has no
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equivalent of an alphabet. The closest we can come to a smallest unit is
the technological definition of the frame from Herbert Zettl’s widely used
textbook: “A complete scanning cycle of the electron beam, which occurs
every Y30 second. It represents the smallest complete television picture
unit” But images already are combinations of several different signs at
once and involve a complex set of denotations and connotations. Further-
more, if we use the frame as the smallest unit of meaning, we ignore the
soundtrack, where Y30 second would not necessarily capture a meaning-
ful sound and where speech, sound effects, and music may be oceurring
simultaneously. Christian Metz has given painstaking attention to this
problem as it exists for the cinema. When he wrote his semiotics of the
cinema, he identified five channels of communication: image, written lan-
guage, voice, music, and sound effects. In borrowing these categories, I
substitute the term graphics for written materials so as to include the
logos, borders, frames, diagrams, and computer-animated images that
appear so often on our television screens. In Cinema and Language, Metz
concluded that television and cinema were “two neighboring language sys-
tems” characterized by an unusual degree of closeness. Unfortunately, he
never analyzed television in the same meticulous way he did the cinema.
Before returning to the question of TV’s smallest unit of meaning, it
will be useful to review some recent theoretical work on how TV uses
these five channels and how this usage compares to that of the cinema. It
is a commonplace remark that TV is nothing but talking heads— which
tells us that facial close-ups and speech are singularly important to it.
Television production textbooks warn students of the need for simplicity
in the image and explain how to achieve this through visual codes like
symmetrical composition, color compatibility, and high key lighting. These
conventions of TV production represent an interpretation of video tech-
nology and its limitations but are not a necessary consequence of it. Most
college textbooks on television production offer us a kind of grammar of
television with a conservative orientation; their aim is to educate students
to observe the rules of the system of U.S. broadcast television as it is
currently practiced. John Ellis has explained the logic of these visual codes
thus: “Being small, low definition, subject to attention that will not be
sustained, the TV image becomes jealous of its meaning. It is unwilling to
waste it on details and inessentials””!! In part, these codes dictate both
how the images are produced and what is represented: on commercial
U.S. television we see more shots of actors, emcees, newscasters, politi-
cians, and commodities than of anything else. But television varies greatly
under different cultural and economic systems. Public television in Eu-
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rope, for example, often employs more aesthetically prestigious “cinematic”
codes: long shots, less talk on the soundtrack, longer takes, an image
originally shot on film.

Broadcast TV in the United States uses graphics to clarify the meaning
of its images, and it does so to a much greater extent than the feature
film, where graphics appear only in the beginning and ending titles se-
quences. Diagrams are superimposed over news or sports images to invite
a quasi-scientific scrutiny of the image. Borders and frames mask out the
background of already pared-down images. Words constantly appear on
the screen to identify the program, the sponsoring corporation, the net-
work or cable station, the produet name, the person portrayed. Words and
graphics are especially important in certain television genres such as com-
mercials, sporting events, news programs, and game shows. Often the
words on screen echo speech on the soundtrack.

In his analysis of other forms of mass communication, Roland Barthes
described verbal language as always providing the definitive meaning for
the image: “It is not very accurate to talk of a civilization of the image —we
are still, and more than ever, a civilization of writing, writing and speech
continuing to be the full terms of the informational structure”'? In Barthes’
view, verbal language is used to close down the number of possible mean-
ings the image might have. This “anchoring” of the image by the verbal
text frequently supplies a bourgeois worldview: “The anchorage may be
ideological and indeed this is its principal function; the text directs the
reader through the signifieds of the image, causing him to avoid some and
receive others; by means of an often subtle dispatching it remote-controls
him towards a meaning chosen in advance”*3

John Ellis and Rick Altman have argued that the television sound-
track— speech, music, sound effects—entirely dominates the image by
determining when we actually look at the screen. The soundtrack is so
full, so unambiguous that we can understand television just by listening
to it. Because television is a domestic appliance that we tend to have
on while we are doing other things—cooking, eating, talking, caring
for children, cleaning—our relationship to the television set is often that
of auditor rather than viewer. Altman argues that sounds such as ap-
plause, program theme music, and the speech of announcers tend to pre-
cede the image to which they refer and serve primarily to call the viewer
back to the screen: “The sound serves a value-laden editing function,
identifying better than the image itself the parts of the image that are
sufficiently spectacular to merit closer attention by the intermittent
viewer”'* Altman asserts that the television soundtrack acts as a lure,
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continually calling to us: “Hey, you, come out of the kitchen and watch
this!”

From a semiotic viewpoint, one of the most important characteristics of
television in general (and one that is shared by many genres) might be its
tendency to use all five channels simultaneously, as television commerecials
typically do. This might also explain television’s low status as an aesthetic
text; on TV too much goes on at once and there is too much redundancy
among sound and image elements for it to be “artistic”’ The primacy of the
soundtrack violates conventional notions in cinema aesthetics about the
necessity of subordinating soundtrack to image.

The high degree of repetition that exists between soundtrack and image
track and between segments is mirrored at the generic level of the series,
which is television’s definitive form. As Umberto Eco explains the de-
based aesthetic status of TV: “This excess of pleasurability, repetition,
lack of innovation was felt as a commercial trick (the product had to meet
the expectations of its audience), not as the provocative proposal of a new
(and difficult to accept) world vision. The products of mass media were
equated with the products of industry insofar as they were produced in
series, and the ‘serial’ production was considered as alien to the artistic
invention’!®

Because semiotics recognizes the role of combination in all verbal and
visual sign production—including aesthetic production—it tends to take
a less condemning view of television and therefore may have more to say
about TV as a communication system than have more traditional ap-
proaches in the humanities, which tend to dismiss TV as a vulgarity. Other
kinds of performances that rely on just one channel at a time (music only,
or images only, or printed words only) enjoy a higher and more serious
aesthetic status. In comparison to novels or silent films or oil paintings,
television is a messy thing. But this is precisely why it has been of inter-
est to semioticians: simply describing its signs presents a formidable chal-
lenge. Indeed, semiotics and structuralism have played a polemical role in
universities by presenting television as a complex experience worthy of
serious analysis.

Christian Metz concluded that the cinema is so different from language
that we must be wary in applying linguistic theory to it. Metz discerned
no smallest units in the cinema. Instead, he felt, it must be analyzed at
the level of the shot, which he called its “largest minimum segment.’ This
resembles Eco’s conclusion that iconic signs such as images are not reduc-
ible to smaller units; they are already “texts”—that is, combinations of
signs—and they are governed by a code that is weak compared with the
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grammar rules that govern language. Weak codes are flexible, change-
able, and can produce an unforeseeable number of individual signs.®

Metz was able to explain a great deal about editing as a code of the
classical Hollywood cinema, using the shot as his “minimum segment” and
applying the semiotic concepts paradigmatic and syntagmatic.’” A
syntagm is an ordering of signs, a rule-governed combination of signs in a
determined sequence. Syntagms are normally linear and must follow a
strict order. A paradigm is a group of signs so similar that they may be
substituted for one another in a syntagm. A simple sentence provides an
example of a syntagm: “Rosa throws the ball”” This sentence follows the
grammatical rules of order (or the syntagmatic code) for English: subject/
verb/direct object. We cannot change the order of the words in the sen-
tence without making it nonsensical or unidiomatic (“Ball the Rosa
throws”). The sentence can be thought of as drawing on some paradigms
defined grammatically (nouns, verbs, and articles). Another paradigm
could be verbs synonymous with throw that might be substitutable here:
pitch, hurl, or toss. Of course, we change the meaning of the syntagm
every time we make a substitution from a paradigm.

To take another example, a meal can be thought of as a syntagm: glass
of Chianti, tossed salad, spaghetti with meat sauce, chocolate cake, cof-
fee. This syntagm follows American dietary customs that designate the
order in which dinner items will be served. This syntagmatic code is:
beverage, salad, main course, dessert, coffee. Different cultures or even
different families might eat these things in a different order, using a dif-
ferent code and producing a different syntagm—for example, coffee, spa-
ghetti, wine, green salad, chocolate cake. Or we can imagine an idiosyn-
cratic, unconventional code in which someone always started with dessert.
A paradigm would consist of all foods that could fall under the same cate-
gory, such as dessert or main course. In a restaurant, we would have
many choices within each category—among types of wine (red, rosé, or
white, or more elaborate listings of the year, winery, and place of origin),
among different kinds of pastas (spaghetti, linguine, fettucine) and sauces
(alfredo, meatless, ete.), or among an assortment of items on the dessert
tray. The menu’s alternatives in each category constitute the paradigmatic
sets for that particular menu; the individual meal ordered is the syntagm.

Paradigms are classifications of signs; Barthes wrote that in a given
syntagm the individual signs are “united in absentia” with others of the
paradigm that were not selected.'® The meaning of a given syntagm de-
rives in part from the absence of other possible paradigmatic choices. By
some, the meal syntagm used as an example here might be deemed un-
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healthy, a judgment based on the presence of certain ingredients (an alco-
holic drink, red meat in the sauce, sugar and chocolate in the dessert,
caffeine in the coffee) in our syntagm as well as the absence of some oth-
ers (more vegetables and fruit, whole grain pasta, fruit for dessert, decaf-
feinated coffee, and water to drink).

For television we could argue that one paradigmatic category, based on
subject-to-camera distance, consists of the class of signs we identify as
close-ups; others would be head-and-shoulders shots, medium shots, long
shots, and extreme long shots. Another paradigmatic category might be
“all shots of Bill Cosby.” Many television programs are produced inside a
studio, with three cameras filming the action at once. The director calls
the shots, speaking to the camera operators through headsets and asking
for specific shots that may be used next: a close-up, a two-shot, a long
shot. Thus the paradigm during taping consists of the shots available from
cameras one, two, and three; the syntagm consists of the sequence of
shots actually selected, “switched” in the control room in a definite order
(only one at a time) and lasting for a specific period of time. In short,
every television program consists of a set of paradigmatic and syntagmatic
choices.

The concepts paradigmatic and syntagmatic may be applied to a level
of organization higher than the edited sequence. They are also useful in
describing the diverse types of materials one encounters in the “flow” of
U.S. broadcast television. We could define as different paradigmatic sets
TV commercials, trailers for upcoming programming, station identifica-
tions, program end credits, opening sequences, and the programs them-
selves. On a given evening on a given channel, a syntagmatic chain that
selects from this paradigm might follow this order: closing credits of The
Cosby Show; cereal commercial; Armed Forces commercial; continued clos-
ing credits of The Cosby Show; trailer for upcoming special; trailer for the
next evening’s programs; commercial for local automobile dealer. On a
larger scale, we might think of an individual episode as one element in the
syntagmatic chain of the chronological airing of an entire series over a
period of weeks and years.

Because television in the United States is often broadcast twenty-four
hours a day and because it is so discontinuous, combining many different
segments of short duration, determining the beginning and end of these
“syntagmatic chains” presents special problems for the TV critic. Does it
make sense to analyze an individual episode apart from its place in the
entire series? Can we ignore the commercial breaks when writing about
the experience of watching a television program? One of the biggest dif-
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ferences in television programming among different countries has to do
with the organization of its syntagmatic relations. Europeans often ex-
press shock when they see U.S. television for the first time; they are be-
wildered by the continual interruptions, the brevity of the program proper,
and the plethora of various advertisements. Raymond Williams coined
the term “television flow” after such an experience. On the other hand,
Americans watching German public television for the first time often find
the pace slow because the units that compose the daily schedule are longer
in duration and fewer in number. On the evening newsbreak, for example,
news readers may read copy for fifteen minutes, uninterrupted by on-the-
scene accounts from other reporters, commercials, or previews. When
soap operas produced in the United States, such as Dallas, are shown on
such a noncommerecial station, the precommercial “mini-climaxes” (zoom-
ins for facial close-ups, music building to a crescendo) appear strange when
they are followed not by a commercial but by the next scene of the pro-
gram. Such an example could be described as a change in the syntagmatic
chain—and a decrease in the number of paradigmatic sets used to con-
struct it.

Syntagms and paradigms can be found in relationships between texts
as well as within a single text. A generic paradigm of “TV game show”
might include Wheel of Fortune, Let’'s Make a Deal, The $64,000 Ques-
tion, Queen for a Day, What's My Line?, Jeopardy!, Double Dare, and
Remote Control. A television genre critic would need to provide a ratio-
nale for this grouping and analyze similarities among the programs. A
syntagmatic arrangement of game shows might be based on their sequence
in programming—their place on the TV schedule, with morning shows
first and evening shows later. Another kind of syntagm might be based on
their chronological appearance in the course of TV broadecast history, with
an older show like Queen for a Day preceding a more recent one like
Remote Control. Paradigmatic associations are synchronic: we group signs
together as though they had no history or temporal order. Syntagmatic
relationships tend to be diachronic: they unfold in time, whether it be a
matter of seconds or of years.

The meaning of every television program is influenced by syntagmatic
and paradigmatic relationships. America’s Funniest Home Videos acquires
some of its meaning by its differences from (as a comedy competition using
home videos) and similarities to (presence of studio audience, prize money,
host) other TV game shows and contests. It also derives meaning from its
position on the weekly TV schedule (some viewers may not consider it a
game show because it is broadecast on Sunday evenings during prime time
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—thus violating recent expectations as to when a game show will be en-
countered) and its place on the time line of broadcast history (it offers
itself as a new kind of programming, and television publicity is notori-
ously amnesiac about its own past).

Saussurean linguistics is a synchronic model for the study of language;
that is, it insists that sign systems are to be studied as they exist at one
point in time. This is partly a consequence of its working methods: one of
the principles of semiotics is that the langue (the total sign system) can be
inferred from studying parole (individual utterances or signs). Saussure
argued that one can learn the whole system from an individual case. And it
is true that verbal language —as a system of paradigmatic and syntagmatic
rules—changes very slowly. Although the vocabulary might be somewhat
different, a Shakespeare play written four hundred years ago is still “read-
able” today as an English-language parole. Semiotics was founded, then, on
a static model of the sign. Some of the gravest shortcomings of semiotics as
atheory are a consequence of this: it inherits the tendency to ignore change,
to divorce the sign from its referent, and to exclude the sender and receiver.

These characteristics limit the usefulness of semiotics in the study of
television. Because television is based on weaker codes than those that
govern verbal language, it is, as a system of communication, unstable; it is
constantly undergoing modification and operates by conventions rather
than by hard-and-fast rules. In semiotic terms, communication involves
encoding and decoding. Each parole (instance of communication) is encoded
in a particular communication system (written Spanish, Braille, Morse
code). The message is decoded by someone who is competent in that par-
ticular code. Unlike verbal language, with which any user of the system
can produce meaningful utterances, television is a communication system
to which most of us have access only as viewers and listeners, not as
producers/encoders. Historically, television production has been for the
most part restricted to a specialized, professional elite, those with access
to costly technologies and large and highly specialized division of labor.
Public-access television and home videos employ different conventions of
sign production and require different decoding skills from their audiences.

Structuralism
Structuralism has proven a very useful tool in studying television be-

cause, as a method, it characteristically sets aside questions of aesthetic
worth or value to concentrate on the internal rules for the production of tele-
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vision meaning. As developed in linguistics and anthropology, structural-
ism sought to understand a language or a culture on its own terms and
urged the analyst to put aside judgment and evaluation. Journalistic tele-
vision eriticism has often been so interested in critical dismissal that care-
less generalizations and faulty descriptions have been the rule rather than
the exception. The application of structuralist methods has made television
criticism more rigorous, more accurate in describing its object, and less
evaluative. As do semioticians, structuralists study things synchronically
and are interested in the system as a whole more than in particular manifes-
tations of it. Rather than studying forms of language, as semioticians nor-
mally do, structuralists study the way that a cultural system produces a set
of texts or signs, which could be anything from folktales to kinship relations
to dietary rules. Characteristically, a structuralist analysis proposes binary
oppositions such as individual/community, male/female, nature/culture, or
mind/matter and argues that every element within the system derives its
meaning from its relationship to these categories. A structuralist analy-
sis often leads to a description of the worldview of a culture —its organiz-
ing principles for making sense of relationships among people who live in
the same society and between people and their material environments.
The work of Robert Hodge and David Tripp on children’s animated se-
ries provides a good example of the usefulness of semiotics and structur-
alism in the analysis of television, as well as the problems and further
questions raised by such methods. Hodge and Tripp argue that cartoons—
widely considered one of the lowest forms of television—are surprisingly
complex. The reason children are fascinated by cartoons is not because
they have been turned into television zombies but because they are under-
standably engaged by the complex blend of aesthetic, narrative, visual,
verbal, and ideological codes at work in them. Though cartoons are char-
acterized by a great deal of repetition and redundancy, Hodge and Tripp
argue that their subject matter and their way of conveying it is complicated
stuff. Children use cartoons to decipher the most important structures in
their culture. To make this point, Hodge and Tripp analyze the titles
sequence of the unexceptional 1978 cartoon Fangface, an animated series
about the adventures of werewolf Sherman Fangsworth and his teenage
companions Kim, Biff, and Pugsie. Generically, the series was based
primarily on a comedy-mystery type of story (sometimes called the “Let’s
get out of here” adventure formula) found in many examples of cartoons
from Scooby Doo (1969-80) to Slimer and the Real Ghostbusters (1986-).
Hodge and Tripp base their analysis on a single twenty-minute cartoon.
This starting point is significant in that it is the typical founding gesture
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of the semiotician to gather a small, manageable, and synchronic (contem-
poraneous) text or set of texts for analysis and, using the text as a basis,
try to establish the conventions governing the larger system (in this case
the series Fangface and the larger system of children’s animated televi-
sion). Compared with other studies of children’s television, Hodge and
Tripp’s work seems startling new. For, in fact, cartoons have only occa-
sionally been subjected to any kind of literary analysis, and never to the
painstaking detail Hodge and Tripp expend on Fangface. Instead, child
psychologists and media sociologists have tended to use the methods of
quantitative content analysis to “measure” the children’s cartoon during a
fixed block of hours in the broadcasting schedule.

Content analysts count how many acts of violence occur, how many male
and female characters there are, how many minority characters appear,
how often villains speak with a foreign accent, and so on. The virtue of a
structuralist/semiotic analysis in this case, then, is that it focuses on both
syntagmatic and paradigmatic relations. These combinations and struc-
tures are usually lost in content analysis, in which the meanings of dis-
crete units of information within a television program are not thought to
depend on the context in which they appear. This is another important
principle of structuralism: the meaning of each sign within a text derives
from its relationship to other signs in the same system. As Terry Eagle-
ton puts it: “Structuralism proper contains a distinetive doctrine . . . the
belief that the individual units of any system have meaning only by virtue
of their relations to one another. . . . [Y]ou become a card-carrying struc-
turalist only when you claim that the meaning of each image is wholly a
matter of its relation to the other[s]””*®

In this essay, I will limit myself to recounting Hodge and Tripp’s discus-
sion of the fifty-second opening of Fangface, which they describe as “highly
compressed, using rapid, small-scale syntagms”” In most cases, these open-
ings will be “the most salient memory children will have” of a program and
its characters. In the first image, Fangface appears wearing a red hat. He
licks his lips and smiles. Hodge and Tripp analyze the image this way:

The picture itself is a syntagm, consisting of a face of an animal with
a hat. How do we categorize the two elements, to make up a mean-
ing? Or what categories are implied by meanings that we assign it?
The hat looks odd, on Fangface’s head. To express the oddness, we
can point to the animal nature of Fangface, and the human, cultural
quality of the hat. . . . In the paradigmatic dimension the options are
a pair of categories nature/culture (or animal/human, which is a more
specific instance of the broader pair), which is the source of the im-
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age’s meaning. We can translate this meaning into words— Fangface
is both animal and human, both nature and culture. This meaning, of
course, also underlies the concept of a werewolf. Fangface’s hat is odd
in another way: it faces backwards. Here one set of paradigmatic
categories concerns the position of a hat. This pair backwards/forwards
constitutes a single structure. Forwards signals, among other things,
conformity, normality; backwards, therefore, signals the opposite: ab-
normality, non-conformity.*

In this passage, Hodge and Tripp have introduced the binary oppesition
(nature/culture) and proceeded to organize the elements of the television
image inte paradigmatic sets. Even at this early point, they acknowledge
that their description of this one image is partial and incomplete. They
have not discussed Fangface's tooth (single like a baby tooth, but big and
powerful like adult permanent teeth), or the color of his hat (red, con-
trasting with other primary colors and with brown, a secondary color).

Hodge and Tripp continue with a description of the next three shots,
which follow a bolt of lightning and the title “Fangface”:

The sequence is clearly organized by a movement from outside to
inside, from nature (as a dangerous threatening force) to culture, the
house and the bassinet and the baby protected within by both, . . .
starting with a shot of the moon (outside, nature) then showing the
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baby at the window (not threatened by nature). The baby spins rap-
idly, like a whirlwind (nature) or like a machine (culture), and turns
into a baby werewolf (nature). However, this werewolf is not a threat-
ening figure. It has a cute expression, and wears a nappy (human
culture). Then, with the soundtrack saying “only the sun (nature) can
change him back to normal,” we see a picture of the sun with along-
side it the words “Sunshine Laundry.”*!

A zoom-out reveals that the sun that changes Fangface back into Sher-
man Fangsworth is not the real sun but a picture of the sun on a box of
laundry detergent in the kitchen. To Hodge and Tripp, this signals an-
other ambiguous rendering of the nature/culture split, in this case be-
tween the sun belonging to nature—one of the stars—and the sun used
for the purposes of a commercial trademark and located in the domestic
sphere (culture). So far, Hodge and Tripp have covered only the first nine
shots of the titles sequence. This is one of the perennial problems plagu-
ing the semiotician, especially the semiotician of television, in which each
segment, each image, can produce an enormous (some would say prepos-
terous) amount of analytical text.

Hodge and Tripp’s analysis of the verbal track is more concise. The
voice-over in this opening sequence explains: “Every 400 years a baby
werewolf is born into the Fangsworth family, and so when the moon shined
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on little Sherman Fangsworth he changed into Fangface. A werewolf!
Only the sun can change him back to normal. And so little Fangs grew up
and teamed with three daring teenagers, Kim, Biff, and Pugsie, and to-
gether they find danger, excitement and adventure.” The verbal track is
used for conveying time, causal relationships, and exposition— for exam-
ple, the tale of Fangfaces origins. Following Barthes, Hodge and Tripp
find that the verbal channel anchors the meaning of the visual. But Hodge
and Tripp note that even the verbal track offers some “interesting illogi-
calities”” They focus on the use of “so” to suggest a causality where none
logically exists between being a werewolf and growing up and teaming up
with “three daring teenagers.” However, most viewers would never notice
this contradiction unless the words of the Fangface opening were printed
out for them to read. The words alone do not reveal the strong parodic
connotation of the “voice of God” style in which the opening is read and
the announcer’s voice—deep, booming, masculine, and middle-aged.

Despite the length and detail of many structuralist analyses, critics of
the method have accused structuralists of ignoring stray meanings in the
text and of closing off potential interpretations. The organization of all
the various elements here into one class or the other, nature or culture, is
an example of this flaw. But Hodge and Tripp do not impose a singular,
unifying meaning in the television opening: “The pattern throughout this
sequence is built up of different arrangements of primary opposition:
nature-culture; human-animal. The result is not a single consistent mes-
sage about the relations between the two. Sometimes nature is seen as
threatening, sometimes as compatible with culture. Fangface is the focus
of both ambiguity and ambivalence.”??

Is Hodge and Tripp’s analysis relevant to other cartoon examples? Does
it have a usefulness beyond the specific example of Fangface? It may be
helpful to attempt to extend this kind of analysis to a more recent exam-
ple of the television animated series, Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles. In the
series opening sequence, the main characters are revealed to be a group of
four teenagers, as in Fangface. The turtles do not undergo any physical
transformations (from human to werewolf); rather, they personify the com-
bination of nature and culture. The turtles are green amphibians “in a half-
shell” (nature), but they are also mutants who speak, walk on two feet,
bear the names of Renaissance painters, and wear clothing (culture). Each
of them wears a masklike scarf over his eyes (in blue, red, orange, and
purple) and matching sweatbands around his knees, wrists, and ankles.
Each also wears a belt around the waist that secures different martial arts
weapons (threatening), and the theme song informs us that they are a “fear-
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some fighting team” against the evil Shredder. Yet they have big cute eyes
and are not yet grown up (safe). The theme song repeatedly offers the
combination of Ninja and teenager (as in the line, “Splinter taught them
to be Ninja teens”), a paradox that emphasizes the oppositions of old/
young, discipline/rebellion. Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles seems to rein-
terpret the nature/culture split as freewheeling, nonconformist American
adolescence (nature) versus strict, conformist Japanese adulthood (culture).

Hodge and Tripp find that the nature/culture axis is a highly significant
one in the world of Fangface, and our brief analysis suggests that it might
be applied to Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles as well. Lévi-Strauss found
that the same binary opposition underlay the mythological systems of South
American tribal cultures. Is nature/culture a binary opposition so basic to
narrative that it will always figure in the structuralist’s findings? Are
structuralism’s categories predetermined for the critic by the body of work
that has gone before? Or are they so general that the same categories will
be found everywhere, in all kinds of texts, thus becoming too general to
be valuable as a critical tool? The answers to these questions seem to be
both yes and no.

There is a suspicious resemblance between Lévi-Strauss’s findings and
those of Hodge and Tripp, despite a great divergence in historical and
cultural settings. But one can also look at the larger field of children’s
literature, animated television, and commercial culture and find that the
nature/culture division, or the blurring of the two, is a central character-
istic of children’s media. Animal characters who dress in clothes, talk,
and walk on two feet have appeared with ever greater frequency in chil-
dren’s literature throughout the twentieth century: all of them can be
seen as negotiating in some ways the nature/culture, animal/human oppo-
sitions. Television animation is especially fond of such characters, and
they are often treated by journalists and experts on childhood as a new,
bizarre, and grossly commerecialized example of collusion between toy man-
ufacturers and the television industry. Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles are
just the most recent example.

Many of the licensed characters that proliferated in children’s television
in the 1980s lend themselves to a structuralist analysis using the nature/
culture pair: My Little Ponies (horses in pastel colors and makeup);
Thundercats (tigers, lions, and cheetahs operating high-tech spacecraft);
Ghostbusters (the spirit world tamed by the technical gadgetry of ecto-
blasters and proton packs). But how do we explain specific manifestations
of the binary opposition? The figures of the werewolf in Fangface and
Splinter (who is simultaneously a Japanese Ninja master and a rat) in
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Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles are products of different historical mo-
ments and different racial ideologies. Does the use of the binary opposi-
tion nature/culture to analyze these cartoons obscure important differ-
ences by being too universalist?

Terry Eagleton has remarked that one of the primary drawbacks to
structuralist research is that it is “hair-raisingly unhistorical” To take just
one example, the history of children’s television and animation lend some
important information for an understanding of Fangface, although Hodge
and Tripp, like most structuralists, do not concern themselves with this
context. The animated television series found on Saturday morning televi-
sion and throughout syndication today are very different from “cartoons” in
the sense of animated motion picture shorts by Disney and Hanna Barbera
—Donald Duck, Bugs Bunny, or Tom and Jerry. A historical approach
could trace these important changes: “limited” animation techniques (fixed
backdrops and restricted character movement) were developed in the 1950s
for animated television series like Fangface in an effort to cut time and
costs; these new series then adapted storytelling conventions from the tele-
vision series and the comic book. Interviews with children suggest how
important it is to understand television in such “intertextual” frames. Many
children, on seeing Fangface for the first time, whispered “Scooby Doo”
and “Incredible Hulk” to one another during the opening sequence—
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they immediately recognized the show’s similarity to other television
texts.

A historical approach to the animated television series would also allow
us to contextualize and explain the kinds of changes that can be observed
in different series from the 1970s to the 1990s, between series like Fangface
and Scooby Doo and contemporary examples like Teenage Mutant Ninja
Turtles. In the 1970s, the groups of four adventurers were usually made
up primarily of human beings, with a token female making one of the four.
By the 1990s, many programs had few humans and no females among the
group. The settings changed from the small town and the countryside to
Manhattan and Tokyo. The villains have been transformed from the cold
war’s mad scientists, complete with Russian or German accents, into Jap-
anese technocrats; the generic references are no longer to the mystery
story and horror film but to the martial arts movie, although both the series
discussed here retain many of the conventions of science fiction. All of these
comparisons need to be pursued by someone studying the cartoon from the
perspective of genre criticism or narrative or ideological analysis. If we
pursue a structuralist analysis alone, we might simply arrange the differ-
ent elements in Fangface and Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles into nature/
culture oppositions and conclude that they are very similar, whereas a critic
better versed in the history of the animated series and the different cultural
and political contexts in which they were made might see the differences
between the types of series and be better able to explain these differences.

Post-structuralism

The classical structuralist does not look beyond the text to “real” read-
ers, viewers, and listeners to verify whether others find the same kinds of
meanings that s/he does. Television studies, over the past fifteen years,
has become increasingly preoccupied with this omission and with other
limitations of semiotics and structuralism. Although they continue to use
the concepts of text, signification, and code, TV scholars have also sought
to address the problem in various other ways. Hodge and Tripp’s larger
study, which includes many different kinds of audience studies in addition
to textual analysis, reveals the influence of post-structuralism. For exam-
ple, they showed the Fangface episode to groups of children, held discus-
sions with them about the episode, and compared the children’s verbal
and nonverbal responses to their own semiotic analysis. In another study,
they asked teachers to keep a diary recording the (rather infrequent) in-
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stances when children mentioned television at school. In the first study,
Hodge and Tripp acknowledge the role of the unconscious in shaping the
children’s and their own interpretations of the text. In the second, they
recognize that meanings are influenced by the social institutions—in this
case, school—that control and censor children in certain ways.

Throughout their work, Hodge and Tripp recognize that their own anal-
ysis is partial and is formed by their own position as adults, academics, and
men and by their own subjectivities. In this, they part company with the
neutral and objective voice of the semiotician and insist on the necessity of
being self-critical about their research. Hodge and Tripp freely admit that
they are imposing a logical, rational organization of meanings on the text
and, in doing so, are likely to exclude other possible meanings. The mean-
ings they find in Fangface may not be thought of as “residing” in the text
at all but are, rather, a product of their own interaction with the text. They
allow for the options of chaotic or idiosyneratic meanings in the children’s
decoding of Fangface, as well as for the possibility that children will ignore
many elements in the cartoon simply because they are irrelevant to them.23

Semiotic analysis tends to “neaten up” the texts it studies: some ele-
ments are picked out for significance and others are excluded, repressed.
Post-structuralism emphasizes the slippage between signifier and signified
—between one sign and the next, between one context and the next
—while emphasizing that meaning is always situated, specific to a given
context. What gets excluded in a structuralist analysis, and why, has been
the subject of such post-structuralists as Jacques Derrida and Julia
Kristeva. Theories of psychoanalysis and of ideology, under the influence
of post-structuralism, focus on the gaps and fissures, the structuring ab-
sences and the incoherencies, in a text like Fangface.

Hodge and Tripp are not ready to discard signification altogether or to
argue that “anything goes” in interpreting cartoons. They go on to study
Fangface through empirical tests in which they screen the cartoon opening
for children and discuss their understanding of it. They are well aware of the
limited and partial nature of the responses that children (and adults) will
make about television: how these will be created by the context —the class-
room, the home, the laboratory —in which the children are speaking; how
gender, race, and age differences within the group will influence the dis-
cussion. This brings us to another important insight that Hodge and Tripp
adapt from the post-structural critique. We know television through talking
and writing about it, through discourse. Emile Benveniste used the term
discourse to refer to “every utterance assuming a speaker and a hearer,
and in the speaker, the intention of influencing the other in some way.”>
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In its current usage, discourse carries the stronger implication of speech
governed by social, material, and historical forces, which disallow certain
things from being said or even thought while forcing us to say certain
other things. The term has been used by scholars frequently throughout
the 1980s, often in a rather vague way. Many scholars use it in Michel
Foucault’s sense to refer to a set of complex, multilayered texts that de-
termine and limit what can be said or known about certain subjects and
therefore serve particular interests in the power structure of society.
Foucault focused on questions of power and knowledge in various
discourses—many of them scientific ones—about sexuality, mental ill-
ness, and criminality.

In society various discourses about television compete with one another;
each is informed by and represents a specific set of interests. For exam-
ple, in writing about children’s television, competing and contradictory
discourses are produced by industry producers, such consumer protection
groups as Action for Children’s Television, and academic “childhood pro-
fessionals” such as educators, pediatricians, psychologists, and social work-
ers. Each of these groups contributes to a discourse that allows certain
things to be said and rules out other things —or makes them unimaginable.
The discourse of child experts usually assumes a certain normative view
of what children are like (naive, impressionable, uncritical), of what tele-
vision should do (help children learn to read and to understand math and
science), of what is an appropriate way to spend leisure time (being physi-
cally and mentally active, doing things), and of what television viewing is
(passive and mindless). These ideas derive from larger medical, religious,
and social science bodies of thought.?

Discourse is not “free speech.” It is not a perfect expression of the speak-
er’s intentions. Indeed, we cannot think of communicative intentions as
predating the constraints of language at all. When Hodge and Tripp inter-
viewed children about Fangface and other television shows, they found, in
analyzing videotapes and transcripts of the discussion, that in many in-
stances boys silenced girls, adults silenced children, and interviewers si-
lenced subjects—through nonverbal censure of some remarks (glances,
laughter, grimacing), by wording questions and responses in certain ways,
or by failures to comprehend each other’s terms. We can never think about
the meaning of television outside of these contexts. As Hodge and Tripp
put it, “Verbal language is also the main mediator of meaning. It is the
form in which meanings gain public and social form, and through discussion
are affected by the meanings of others”?® They remind us that the entire
topic of children and television is circumseribed by spoken and written dis-
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course. No matter how complete the textual analysis of television, no mat-
ter how well designed the audience study, it “would still be partial because
it would still be located in particular social and historical circumstances”?’

Perhaps the best way to think of semiotics and structuralism is as a
kind of useful exercise for making sure that we know our object before
venturing out into other models of study. As a descriptive method, it
makes sure we have spent sufficient time with a text before moving on to a
series of questions regarding audience activity and the play of television
as discourse.

Semiotics frequently speaks of a text as though its meanings were pre-
given and would be understood in precisely the same way by everyone. At
worst, it operates as though all meanings are translatable and predictable
through the work of a gifted, scientifically minded semiotician, whose own
unconscious and subjectivity have no effect on the analysis produced. Struc-
turalism challenges traditions in Western philosophy that are based on
the notion of the individual as a transcendent, self-present, free agent
who exists apart from any social or ideological constraints. Contrary to
this position, structuralism is based on a model in which individuals are at
birth subjected to the structures of culture and society. However, the flaw
in the structuralist model, as post-structuralists have been quick to point
out, is that it is inevitably idealist in the philosophical sense that ideas are
seen as relatively independent, primary forces that determine reality,
rather than as the products of human beings in particular material cir-
cumstances. In semiotics and structuralism, signification becomes a kind
of pure mental activity divorced from the material world. The post-
structuralists have emphasized the contingency of meanings as derived
from cultural texts such as those of television, the instability of the
signifieds linked to signs, and the importance of the unconscious “struc-
tured like a language” in the formation of the subject.

Semiotics is extremely useful in its attempt to describe precisely how
television produces meaning and its insistence on the conventionality of
the signs. For if signs are conventional, they are also changeable. But
semiotics remains silent on the question of how to change a sign system.
Stubbornly restricting itself to the text, it cannot explain television eco-
nomics, production, history, or the audience. Still, semiotics and strue-
turalism, even with their liabilities, have raised questions about theories
of gender, of the subject, of psychoanalysis, of ideology—and about
the practice of all cultural criticism—that have been usefully applied to
television in a wide range of critical practices discussed in the chapters
that follow.
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The secondary literature is a good place to start in this difficult field. See
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(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1983); or Rosalind Coward and
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Village,” in Faith in Fakes (London: Secker and Warburg, 1986), pp. 133-80.
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resentational codes in images in Art and Illusion (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton
University Press, 1972).
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television that also offers an excellent discussion of its limitations is Robert
Hodge and David Tripp, Children and Television: A Semiotic Approach (Stan-
ford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1986); Hodge and Tripp’s work is highly
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cusses the difficulties in defining television as a text as well as the opportuni-
ties for “unlimited semiosis” Margaret Morse offers detailed formalist analy-
ses of various nonfiction television genres in “Talk, Talk, Talk—the Space of
Discourse in Television,” Screen 26, no. 2 (1985): 2-15. David Morley links
semiotics and structuralist analysis of television news to the audience mem-
bers in The “Nationwide” Audience: Structure and Decoding (London: Brit-
ish Film Institute, 1980); “Texts, Readers, Subjects,” in Culture, Media, Lan-
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ford University Press, 1974); and Language and Cinema, trans. Donna
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WorldRadioHistory




2 ° NARRATIVE
- THEORY
* AND

TELEVISION

sarah kozloff

hereas our ancestors used to listen to tall-
tale spinners, read penny dreadfuls, tune in
to radio dramas, or rush to the local bijou
each Saturday, now we primarily satisfy our
ever-constant yearning for stories by gathering around the flickering box
in the living room. Television is the principal storyteller in contemporary
American society.

But what kind of storyteller is it? In what ways are stories presented on
television similar to those transmitted through other media? How can ap-
proaching television as a narrative art deepen our understanding of indi-
vidual shows or of the medium as a whole? How can looking at television
help us with our research on narrative itself? :

The same decades that have brought the invention, birth, and increas-
ing maturity of broadcast television have also played host to the develop-
ment of a new critical field, narratology, or more simply, narrative the-
ory. This theory has its roots in the Soviet Union of the late 1920s,
specifically in the work of the Russian Formalists and Vladimir Propp; it
has since been fed by the studies of a diverse, international group of lin-
guists, semiologists, anthropologists, folklorists, literary critics, and film
theorists. Although several people have made outstanding contributions,
the field does not rest on the work or the authority of any founding figure(s).
Moreover, although the practitioners come from different disciplines and
study various questions in a diverse selection of texts, the field has been
(comparatively) free of heated dispute. Topics have been raised, sifted,
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argued, and tested until a general outline of narrative structure and pro-
cess has emerged and won widespread —if not absolute —consensus.

Many of the major studies of narrative were published during the 1960s
and 1970s; by the early 1980s the field could be synthesized and dissemin-
ated to a wider audience. The most recent work in narrative theory is
more in the nature of refinement and extension than of discovery or
creation.! Although many questions remain to be settled (and some once-
settled issues are now being rethought) narrative theory is well estab-
lished as a field of academic study.

There are several books (to which I am deeply indebted) that summa-
rize the fundamentals of the theory.2 I hope that the interested reader will
consult such texts for more detailed explanations of the key concepts and
more accurate discussion of the ambiguities than is possible here. My task
is to use the fruits of this theory to focus on the nature of television
narratives.

First, however, we must understand the limitations of narrative theory
as a tool. Because this field is concerned with general mappings of narra-
tive structure, it is inescapably and unapologetically “formalist” (that is,
it concentrates on describing or analyzing the text’s intrinsic formal pa-
rameters), and it is up to the individual practitioner to use the insights
gained about narrative structure to analyze a text’s content or ideology.
Similarly, because narrative theory concentrates on the text itself, it leaves
to other critical methods questions about where the story comes from (for
instance, the history, organization, and regulation of the broadcast indus-
try, the influence of the networks, or the contributions of individual pro-
fessionals) and the myriad effects (psychological or sociological) that the
text has upon its audience. Later chapters will demonstrate critical ap-
proaches that fill in these large voids.

Yet, at the same time, we must not underestimate the importance of
narrative theory as a critical vantage point, because American television
is as saturated in narrative as a sponge in a swimming pool. Most televi-
sion shows—the sitcom, the action series, the cartoon, the soap opera,
the miniseries, the made-for-TV movie—are narrative texts.® Moreover,
programs that are not ostensibly fictional entertainments, but rather have
other goals such as description, education, or argumentation, tend to use
narrative as a means to their ends.* On the evening news, an unembel-
lished recital of the latest economic figures is merely informative, but the
story of the Congressional battle over passage of a hotly debated bill is
just that: a story.® A commerecial for pain relievers may rely on compari-
son and argument, or an ad for a car may be abstract and descriptive, but
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a vast number of advertisements offer a compressed narrative exemplify-
ing the products’ beneficial effects. Music videos often enact the storyline
of the song’s lyrics. Nature documentaries tend to follow the story of the
animal’s life cycle or of the seasonal progression in a geographic area.

The only television formats that consistently eschew narrative are those
that are highly structured according to their own alternate rules: game
shows, exercise shows, news conferences, talk shows, musical perfor-
mances, sports contests. Yet even in such cases, narrative may infiltrate:
football games, for instance, can be seen as stories of one team’s triumph
and the other’s defeat, narrated by the sports announcers.

Thus, narratives are not only the dominant type of text on television,
but narrative structure is, to a large extent, the portal or grid through
which even nonnarrative television must pass. The world that we see on
television is a world that has been shaped by the rules of this discourse. It
well behooves us, then, to examine its rules carefully.

To this end, we learn from narrative theory that every narrative can be
split into two parts: the story, that is, “what happens to whom,” and the
discourse, that is, “how the story is told” (Please keep in mind that this is
an artificial or “theoretical” distinction.)® To recognize television’s spec-
ificity, I believe we need to add a third layer, schedule, that is, “how
the story and discourse are affected by the text’s placement within the
larger discourse of the station’s schedule” Let us begin with the inner-
most layer.

Story

Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan defines a story as “a series of events arranged
in chronological order.” She correspondingly defines an event as “a change
from one state of affair to another.”” Tzvetan Todorov uses different terms,
but he is talking about the same phenomenon when he defines a minimal
narrative as a move from equilibrium through disequilibrium to a new
equilibrium.? For example, a United Airlines commercial presents a
mother and young daughter in loving embrace (equilibrium). The mother
leaves the girl at a day care center and flies off to New York for a business
meeting (disequilibrium). The mother flies back in time to pick up the
daughter at the end of the day (new equilibrium). Rimmon-Kenan’s and
Todorov’s definitions do not quite make explicit the fact that events cannot
occur in a vacuum—they must be enacted by a given set of characters or
actants in a certain setting. Seymour Chatman groups characters and set-
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ting under the label existents. Together, events and existents are the basic
components out of which stories are made.

Out in the “real world,” things may happen totally at random, but in
stories they are linked by temporal succession (X occurred, then Y oc-
curred) and/or causality (because Y occurred, Z occurred). Television, like
all other narrative forms, takes advantage of the viewer’s almost unquench-
able habit of inferring causality from succession. For example, a simple
commercial for NyQuil (a patent cold remedy) first shows a man and a
woman together in a double bed, both snuffling and sneezing. We under-
stand them to be husband and wife, afflicted with horrible colds. Without
dialogue, the woman takes some NyQuil from her bedside table and offers
it to the man; he declines and takes another medication. A title reads
LATER; then we see the woman fast asleep while the husband is still mis-
erably awake. Note that the commercial links these two scenes merely by
an indicator of temporal succession, but the advertisers know full well
that the viewer will make a causal connection: the wife is sleeping peace-
fully because she took NyQuil.

Not all story events are of equal importance. As Roland Barthes was
the first to point out,® one can determine a hierarchy between the events
that actively contribute to the story’s progression and/or open up options
(Chatman labels these kernels) and those events that are more routine or
minor (Chatman’s satellites). In the NyQuil commercial, the important,
kernel event is the decision to take the medication: “sitting up in bed,”
“reaching for the bottle,” and “unscrewing the cap” may be events, but
they are minor satellites.

In stories, events do not progress randomly. For millennia, one of the
tasks of critics has been the discovery and description of stories’ underly-
ing structures. It was Aristotle who first pointed out the seemingly banal
but actually vital fact that the plots of tragedies have a beginning, a mid-
dle, and an end.!® Over a century ago, German playwright and novelist
Gustav Freytag elaborated on this insight by describing the typical “dra-
matic triangle”: well-made plays begin with an expository sequence set-
ting out the state of affairs, rise through various twists and turns of com-
plicating actions to a climax, and then fall off in intensity to a coda that
delineates the resolution of the crises and the new state of affairs.!! With
the exception of serials (to be discussed later), Freytag might have been
describing American television.

Noting that stories often share an overall arc of development is one
thing, but arguing that story events fall into predictable, specific patterns
is another. In his pathbreaking study, Morphology of the Folktale, first
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published in 1928, Vladimir Propp studied a group of Russian fairy tales.
He invites the reader to compare such events as “1. A tsar gives an eagle
to a hero. The eagle carries the hero away to another kingdom. . . . 2. An
old man gives Sti¢enko a horse. The horse carries Stidenko away to an-
other kingdom?'2 Obviously, something uncannily similar is going on here.

Propp concludes that although different tales may feature different char-
acters, these characters fall into one of seven types of dramatic personae:
hero, villain, donor, dispatcher, false hero, helper, and princess and her
father. Moreover, despite surface variability, the actions of these personae
serve identifiable purposes in terms of their “function” in moving the story
along. Propp thus was able to formulate the following “laws”:

1. Functions of characters serve as stable, constant elements in a tale,
independent of how and by whom they are fulfilled;

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

3. The sequence of functions is always identical; and

4. All fairy tales are of one type in regard to their structure.!?

Propp compiled a list of thirty-one functions occurring in his tales. These
tales trace a hero’s quest and/or contest with a villain; thus, typical func-
tions include such activities as “#6: The villain attempts to deceive his
victim in order to take possession of him or of his belongings” and “#12:
The hero is tested, interrogated, attacked, etc., which prepares the way
for his receiving either a magical agent or helper.” Propp’s list of functions
specifies all the different categories of events found in these tales and the
sequence in which they transpire.
Consider the following:

1. Housewife X’s sink is clogged. Josephine the plumber suggests Lig-
uid Plumr. The drain cleaner cuts through the clog and the problem
is solved.

2. Customer Y has dry, chapped hands from washing dishes. Madge the
manicurist suggests Palmolive dishwashing detergent. Customer Y
gratefully returns to the beauty parlor with restored hands.

3. Housewife Z makes bad coffee and husband complains. Mrs. Olson
recommends Folger’s coffee. Housewife Z tries Folger’s and wins
husband’s praise and affection.

In each of the above stories, the heroine has a lack or misfortune (Propp’s
function #8a), which is noticed (#9). She comes into contact with a donor
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(#13), who suggests the use of the magical agent (#14). The initial mis-
fortune or lack is liquidated (#19). Often the heroine is then praised and
thanked by family members (figuratively, #31: “The hero is married and
ascends the throne”).

Obviously, it is sorely tempting to try to fit television narratives into
Propp’s schema of functions and his categories of personae. Indeed, Roger
Silverstone has worked out a detailed analysis of a British series, Inti-
mate Strangers; David Giles has worked on police shows; Arthur Asa
Berger has studied The Prisoner.’ (In other contexts, Propp has been
applied to films, novels, and even to the Bible.)!® Yet there have always
been questions as to the validity of Propp’s particular schema, and David
Bordwell has recently argued that: (a) there are legitimate questions about
the accuracy of Propp’s original scholarship; and (b) followers of Propp are
overly casual in their application of his schema, using it piecemeal, con-
stantly stretching points, making exceptions, and forcing things to fit.®

If we must accordingly be wary of relying too heavily on Propp’s specific
schema, we might still be open to, and perhaps excited by, the possibility
of determining general rules of story construction. Taking off from Propp’s
lead, several structuralist narrative theorists have argued that stories are
governed by a set of unwritten rules, acquired by all storytellers and re-
ceivers in somewhat the way we all acquire the basic rules of grammar.
This conclusion explains both stories’ variability and consistency: a sen-
tence can be composed from an almost infinite choice of subjects, verbs,
and objects, but to be comprehended, these choices must be arranged
according to certain shared conventions. One major strand of narrative
theory has concentrated on further specifying these rules; the theories
expounded by Tzvetan Todorov, Claude Bremond, Thomas Pavel, A. J.
Greimas, and others are generally more “abstract” than Propp’s and are
bent on working out, via the methodology of linguistics and semiology,
patterns of relations that apply to all stories.!” None of these competing
theories has won complete acceptance, and to my knowledge, only Greimas’s
schema has ever been applied to television.'®

The search for underlying structure may be particularly relevant to
television, which, as critics have so often complained, is highly formulaie.
Some formulas are unique to particular shows: one can practically guaran-
tee that each week on the original Star Trek the USS Enterprise will
encounter some alien life form, members of the crew will be separated
from the ship (which will itself be place in jeopardy), one crew member
will have a romantic interest, and all will be resolved through the crew’s
resourcefulness or high-mindedness. Other formulas may apply across
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genres (see Jane Feuer’s chapter): harmony must be restored at the end of
each sitcom; detectives will solve the crime; investigative reporters will
uncover a scandal, and so on.

Such predictability has led scholars to remark on television’s deficiencies
in terms of one of the major engines driving narrative—suspense. As
Roland Barthes argues in S/Z, each significant event opens up a number
of possibilities; the reader or viewer is constantly in a state of suspense
and anticipation, wondering “what next? what next?”® Because episodic
series on television are so formulaie, and because we know that, except in
special cases, the hero or heroine will be back next week, critics have
argued that we rarely feel the same anxiety with TV, as we do with a film
or novel, about whether the hero and his love interest will triumph—or
even survive,?

Although this “low suspense” generalization has validity, there are ex-
ceptions. In addition to their moral and political significance, the Watergate
scandal and the Persian Gulf War were compelling as stories; each evening
news broadcast revealed complicated and unpredictable twists and turns,
and it was by no means certain that the good guys were going to win out,
or at what cost.

Moreover, certain regularly scheduled television shows can be exeruci-
atingly suspenseful. Consider Rescue 911. This program blends reenact-
ments and documentary footage, actors and “real people,’ to recreate the
“true stories” of victims of life-threatening situations, vietims who were
saved by the assistance of emergency personnel. (Hence the title, which
refers to the phone number that Americans dial to reach emergency as-
sistance.) Let us look in greater detail at an episode that aired during the
1990-91 season. The story can be summarized as follows:

The Kopsticks are ending their vacation in a resort condominium.
Christine is in the kitchen washing dishes while her husband, Terry,
loads the car with luggage. The two children are watching television.
Unseen by Christine, two-and-a-half-year-old Ross goes into the bed-
room and looks out the window at ducks in a pond below. Ross leans
on the screen—it gives way, and the boy falls three stories into the
pond. His parents notice that he is missing, and, initially without
anxiety, start to look for him. Meanwhile the boy’s body, floating in
the water, is seen by the Smith family; Lindell Smith dives in and
pulls him— apparently lifeless—to shore. An ambulance is called for.
The parents realize what is going on and are distraught. Terry at-
tempts CPR on his son, he is soon replaced by the resort’s landscap-
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ers, who are more effective. Ross starts to breathe and moan. The
ambulance arrives; the paramedics are concerned that Ross may have
suffered spinal injuries in the fall. He is carefully loaded in the ambu-
lance and taken to the hospital. Doctors examine him for six hours
and conclude that he has escaped all injury; the parents are over-
joyed. Drawn together by the accident, the Kopsticks and the Smiths
become friends.

This story proceeds by prompting a series of questions. When will the
parents realize that the boy has fallen out the window? Will the Smiths
realize that the object they see in the water is a child? Has Lindell Smith
pulled him out of the pond in time? Will the artificial respiration work?
When will more help arrive? How bad are the boy’s internal injuries? Did
he suffer brain damage? As soon as one question is answered, another,
seemingly equally critical, takes its place. The viewer doesn’t quite be-
lieve that the boy will die; we feel certain that the producers would never
offer up such a tragedy. (To my knowledge, although Rescue 911 has of-
fered stories that end with the victim suffering amputation or paralysis, it
has never presented a story in which the victim died.) And yet the show
manages to build up a great deal of suspense and tension. I can think of
three reasons for this unusually high level of suspense: (1) This story is a
self-contained episode. The Kopstick family are not “regulars” on Rescue
911 and the viewer has no expectations of seeing them again next week.
Thus, their future is not predetermined by the demands of the “series”
format; (2) The story itself has the unpredictability, the unforeseeable
“messiness,” of “real life” (these twists and turns are not likely to occur to
television scriptwriters); and (3) The show capitalizes on a certain “reality
effect” —knowing that the action really transpired along these lines makes
the peril and the stakes much higher than they would be in an overtly
fictional text.

Ongoing, scripted, fictional television narratives have learned to com-
pensate for their lack of suspense by proliferating storylines. Often a show
will use the same protagonist for separate storylines, as when detective
shows involve their heroes in both a case and a romance. Other series will
use different family members as the leading players in separate storylines;
soap operas keep as many as five or six storylines hopping simultaneously.
Each given storyline may be formulaie, but the ways in which it combines
with, parallels, contrasts, or comments upon another storyline may add
interest and complexity.

Let us look, for illustration, at an episode of Roseanne broadcast dur-
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ing the 1990-91 season. Roseanne and Dan are planning to take a long
weekend vacation together alone in Las Vegas, a vacation that they have
been looking forward to and serimping for. They encounter complications:
Roseanne’s new boss at the diner tells her that he was never told of her
intention to take the weekend off and that if she doesn’t show up for work
he will fire her; Darlene and Becky are planning to give a party in their
parents’ absence, and Dan must set down rules and arrange for his sister-
in-law, Jackie, to supervise; and a terrible snowstorm grounds the plane
on the runway. The dominant storyline, which centers on Roseanne and
Dan’s marital needs and desire for pleasure, is intersected by the ongoing
story of Roseanne’s relationship with her boss and her job and by the
continuing saga of their teenage daughters’ attempts at independence and
romantic involvements. Thus, Roseanne’s bristling at her boss’s authority
is echoed by the girls’ attempted defiance of their parents, and the par-
ents’ sexuality is mirrored by the girls’ interest in their boyfriends.

The strategy of proliferating storylines diffuses the viewer’s interest in
any one line of action and spreads that interest over a larger field. In
general, I would extend Robert Allen’s insight about soap operas to cover
the lion’s share of narrative television: television stories generally displace
audience interest from the syntagmatic axis to the paradigmatic—that is,
from the flow of events per se to the revelation and development of
existents.?!

“Existents” includes both characters and setting, but television narra-
tives commonly underutilize setting. Theatrical films will lavish money
and time on capturing details of the setting with infinite care, making the
Western prairie, the futuristic cityscape, or the urban ghetto a major
component of the tale, a character in its own right. But the average
prime-time series has a relatively undistinguished setting; opening mon-
tage sequences may situate the show in a particular locale, but once the
action begins, the living room, bedroom, office, restaurant, or hospital
studio sets are not particularly evocative or individualized. (Commercials,
with higher budgets, make more use of scenery.)

In fact, as others have noted, it is characters and their interrelation-
ships that dominate television stories.?? The way the medium presents
characters contrasts markedly with the situation in literature; despite the
apparent individuality and vibrancy of an Emma Bovary or Huckleberry
Finn, theorists argue over whether, or in what way, literary characters
can truly be said to exist. Some claim that it is nonsense to think of them
as people—they are merely phantasms, nothing but a concatenation of
the actions they perform or the traits ascribed to them. Ultimately each
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dissolves into nothing but words on a printed page. However, television
narratives, like films, indisputably offer more than words on a page. Tele-
vision performers and their character roles are hardly equivalent: televi-
sion characters “die” whereas the actors who portrayed them blithely
move on to other projects; by the same token, performers may be involved
in secandal or controversy that doesn't affect their characters. Yet because
of the indexical nature of the television sign (see Ellen Seiter’s chapter),
whenever we are watching Roseanne and we see the image of a rotund
female, we know that a living, breathing woman once stood in front of a
camera and uttered those lines.

Predictable as their events may be, television stories offer us a wide
gallery of vibrant characters. Many of these characters can be slotted into
certain categories of narrative personae. One could use Propp’s original
model (hero, helper, dispatcher, donor, villain, princess and her father,
false hero) or Greimas’s recasting of Propp (subject, object, sender, helper,
receiver, opponent). Or perhaps, with less theoretical ambition but more
practical efficacy, one could categorize characters by their genre “role”:
“father” in domestic comedy, “detective” in a cop show, “co-worker” in a
situation comedy, “evil woman” in a soap opera, and so on. The point is
that, although character roles are quite formulaic in American television,
the viewer’s interest is continually engaged by the personalities who fulfill
these roles. Cliff Huxtable is the “father figure” in The Cosby Show, and
as such he fulfills certain set expectations (dispenser of wisdom, discipli-
narian, breadwinner, devoted husband), but he fulfills these functions in
quite a different way than Ward Cleaver in Leave It to Beaver.

Moreover, as David Mare argues, each episode of a series contributes to
the series’ “broader cosmology.”?® Television series often create in their
initial premise a tension or enigma that centers on character development
or relationships. Will Mary Richards (The Mary Tyler Moore Show) be
able to make it on her own? Will Alex Keaton (Family Ties) renounce
greed and ambition and embrace more human values? Will the thirty-
something group figure out how to be happy and “have it all”? Numerous
shows (such as Gunsmoke, The Avengers, Cheers, Moonlighting) thrive
by exploiting the tension of covert or undeclared passion: will Matt and
Kitty, John and Emma, Sam and Diane, David and Maddie ever declare,
or consummate, their love?

To take an example, the central question of Roseanne, as I see it, is
“How are Roseanne and Dan to cope with the limitations of their life?”
They are explicitly drawn as working class and as such are subject to
problems not faced by the characters on thirtysomething. Roseanne and
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Dan will never “have it all”; the question is, “How to be happy with what
you've got?” Whereas The Waltons (poor but proud) answered, “Through
family togetherness and personal integrity,” Roseanne is much more cyni-
cal. Love is all right, but one must also adopt an attitude of defiance and
self-deprecating humor as armor and compensation against life’s troubles.
The last scene of the episode referred to above shows Dan and Roseanne
dancing to Wayne Newton records in their own candlelit living room, wip-
ing out their disappointment over the canceled trip by jokingly pretend-
ing that Las Vegas has been sucked underground by a terrible earthquake
and removing the sting of Roseanne’s humiliation in front of her boss by
fantasizing that he begged her to come back and has given her a $100 an
hour raise.

Television stories may be formulaic, but the ways in which they are
told can vary considerably. Thus, let us move on to look at narrative
discourse.

Discourse

PARTICIPANTS

On your way to the store you may witness a series of events enacted by
various personages in a given setting—say a purse-snatching and the
apprehension of the thief—but what you have witnessed is not a narra-
tive; it only becomes a narrative when you relate what you have seen to
your friends. Narration is a communicative act: to have a narrative, one
must have not only a tale, but also a teller and a listener.

A substantial portion of narrative theory has focused on studying the
participants in this special exchange. As Robert Scholes and Robert Kel-
logg noted some years ago, our model of narrative transmission comes
from the days when one sat and listened to a physically present storyteller
spin his or her fantasies.?* With the move to literary narratives, the situa-
tion became more complicated, because instead of actually listening to a
storyteller, we read a printed text in which an author has deliberately
inscribed an imitation storyteller, that is, the narrator. In fact, on a theo-
retical level, literary narratives always involve the following six partici-
pants:2°

TEXT

Real Implied Implied| Real
Author — |Author — Narrator — Narratee — Reader | — Reader

WorldRadioHistory



78 . SARAH KOZLOFF

To (briefly) describe these six participants, let us pretend that the text
under consideration is Huckleberry Finn. The “real author” is Samuel
Clemens. The “implied author” is the imaginary conception of “Mark
Twain” that a reader constructs from the text.?® (Because each reader
formulates his or her own image of Twain from weighing subtle hints in
the text, readers may not always agree on his characteristics; some argue
that the person behind this work is terribly racist, others that he is a
fierce critic of racism.) The “narrator” is Huck; he is explicitly set forth in
the opening lines as the voice telling the tale: “You don’t know about me
without you have read a book by the name of The Adventures of Tom
Sawyer; but that ain’t no matter” The “narratee” is the unspecified per-
son, the “you” above to whom Huck is supposedly speaking. The “implied
reader” is the imaginary person for whom the implied author seems to be
writing—someone, in this case, who is willing to criticize the foibles of
civilization. The “real reader” is the flesh-and-blood person reading the
book in his or her armchair.

Because the above chart grew out of theorists’ analyses of literature,
complications arise in applying it to film and television. As Robert Allen
notes in the introduction to this book, assigning individual authorship to a
TV series is, for a variety of historical, economic, and technical reasons,
nearly impossible. Who, for instance, is the real author of the Star Trek
series? With rosters of individuals working on a program over its lifetime,
it is difficult to assign to a single individual the title and status of
authorship.?

The “implied author” of a television show, like that of a novel, is not a
flesh-and-blood person but rather a textual construct, the viewer’s sense
of the organizing force behind the world of the show. Many shows are so
conventional that it is hard to get a definite sense of such a figure, but one
can sometimes make broad contrasts. Behind Hill Street Blues, one senses
someone fatalistic and irreverent; behind The FBI stands someone who
believes in law and order and humorless professionalism; behind Murder,
She Wrote flits a lighthearted yet conservative imp.

The question of the existence of a cinematic or television narrator has
sparked much discussion in narrative theory. Our prototypical model of a
narrator is a person speaking aloud. Films and television proceed instead
through the unrolling of a series of moving images and recorded sounds.
Yet we sense that someone, or some agency, is presenting these images in
just this way —someone/something has chosen just these camera setups
and arranged them in just this fashion with just this lighting, these sound
effects, and this musical score. As Christian Metz leads us to see, be-
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cause it is narrative, someone must be narrating. This intangible nar-
rating presence need not be thought of as a person, but rather as an
agency, that which chooses, orders, presents, and thus tells the narrative
before us.?®

Alerted, one can see marks of the television narrating agency at work.
The last scene of the Roseanne episode starts with a close-up showing a
phonograph turning, a Wayne Newton record album, and two burning
candles; the camera then pans up to reveal Dan and Roseanne waltzing.
This composition and this movement tell us that the couple has made up
for missing the Las Vegas show by creating their own special evening. The
music is romantic but jaunty, a perfectly apt commentary on the couple’s
attitude toward their troubles. (Music, in film and in television, is a key
channel through which the voiceless narrating agency “speaks” to the
viewer. The Gershwin score underlying the United Airlines commercial
described earlier grows ineffably tender during quiet moments and rises
to a resounding climax at the end.)

Partly because the narrating presence behind most television shows is
impersonal and nebulous, time after time television naturalizes this
strangeness by offering a substitute human face and/or voice. In the fifties
the dramatic anthology series had “hosts” who would appear before the
story itself and act as introducers and emcees. This practice continued
through the sixties in Rod Serling’s and Alfred Hitchcock’s introductions
to Twilight Zone and Alfred Hitchcock Presents and figures to the present
day in Adam Walsh’s role on America’s Most Wanted and William Shatner’s
on Rescue 911. On-camera hosts lend their charms and credibility, and
their mere humanness, to the amorphous television narrating agency; they
serve to personalize the impersonal. Shatner, indeed, is a good choice as
figurehead of Rescue 911 because he carries viewer associations with his
roles as the captain of technology (James T. Kirk on Star Trek) and a
policeman (on T. J. Hooker).

In other cases, the narrator is humanized not by means of a substitute
body but merely through a disembodied voice, through voice-over narra-
tion. Commerecials, of course, use voice-overs incessantly, as do documen-
taries, newscasts, and sports events. The voice works in tandem with the
visual track, telling us what we are seeing or what to think about what we
are seeing, providing the commentary or exposition we are accustomed to
from narrators in novels.

Fictional television programs use voice-over more frequently than one
might at first realize. Some utilize such voices at the beginning to set up
the premise of the series (remember the song that introduces The Beverly
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Hillbillies?); others, like The Wonder Years, make oral narration an inte-
gral, ongoing facet of the text. Narrative theory helps us break down such
voice-over narrators into two types: those who are situated outside of the
story they relate, and those who also double as characters within that
story. We will look at voice-over narrators more in the next section.?®

Robert Allen will develop the concept of television's narratee more fully
in his chapter. As he notes, the concept of the “narratee” is particularly
helpful for the study of television because, inasmuch as the shows are
broadcast so widely to vast, impersonal audiences, producers have fre-
quently resorted to using stand-ins. How many times have we heard, “Show
X was filmed live before a studio audience”? Consciously or not, the pro-
ducers invite these audiences to make the communicative act concrete
—the story is now being told for real listeners (as opposed to video lenses),
and the actors and director can get immediate feedback from the audi-
ence’s reactions. Furthermore, the viewer isolated at home can now get
the sense that he or she is experiencing the narrative communally, and his
or her reactions are likely to be augmented by the example of the studio
audiences. Alternatively, producers may skip the trouble of inviting a live
audience and instead substitute canned narratees in the form of a
laughtrack.

Another type of television narratee is the “perfect listener.” The visit-
ing star on the Tonight Show or a Barbara Walters special recounts the
story of his or her career/drug/personal crises and recovery to Johnny
Carson or Walters. Similarly, reporters in the field address their stories
not straight to the audience at home but rather to the network anchor.
The talk show hosts and the news anchor fulfill identical functions—they
listen eagerly and sympathetically and ask intelligent questions. Their
interest and attention serves as a model for the viewer eavesdropping in
on this conversation at home.

The “implied viewer” of television narratives is again a fictional con-
struct, the person who communes perfectly with the implied author. Thus,
the implied viewer of Gabriel’s Fire believes in women serving as attor-
neys and in interracial friendships; the implied viewer of Twin Peaks ap-
preciates a macabre sense of humor. Though it may seem self-evident, it is
worth noting here that Schlitz beer commercials are addressed to people
who drink, not to abstainers. In short, each commercial creates an im-
plied viewer who is interested in its message. Even if you don’t own a
dishwasher, when you watch a Cascade commercial you must pretend that
you do in order to meet the narrative on its own terms.

Finally, however difficult audience demographics may seem to the Niel-
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sen Company, to narrative theorists the “real viewer” is an unproblematic
entity, that flesh-and-blood person sitting in front of the television set.
However, as both Robert Allen and John Fiske discuss, there is nothing
simple or unproblematic about the ways those “real” viewers engage with
television’s narratives or about the processes by which those stories are
woven into the everyday lives of millions of people. (The social dimensions
of our relationships with television narratives are clearly important; how-
ever, their investigation lies beyond the reach of narrative theory.)

This model of narrative participants can help us understand a facet of
television so often commented upon: the medium’s propensity for “direct
address,” an aspect of what Robert Allen refers to as television’s “rhetori-
cal mode”®® Direct address refers to the situation that occurs when some-
one on TV—a news anchor, a talk show host, a series host, a reporter
—faces the camera lens and appears to speak directly to the audience at
home. When this happens, we have an apparent precipitous collapse of the
six narrative participants into merely two, the speaker and the viewer.
When Dan Rather faces the camera and relates the evening news, he
simultaneously figures as real author, implied author, and on-screen nar-
rator, while I, sitting at home, am simultaneously narratee, implied viewer,
and real viewer. Although theoretically there is always a distinction be-
tween these roles, the distinction in such cases is nearly indiscernible.
Such a strong impression is given of direct, interpersonal exchange that
when Rather says, “Good night,” I, for one, am likely to answer back to
the screen, “Good night, Dan”

Whenever we get down to two participants, we are back to the original
model of the prototypical narrative exchange—the oral storyteller and
the physically contiguous listener. In Reading Television, John Fiske and
John Hartley refer to television’s “bardic” function. They argue that tele-
vision serves the same function in a community as a traditional tribal poet
like Homer, who sang of epic heroes and their exploits, in that, like a
bard, television conveys the culture’s dominant values and self-image.?! I
suggest that the medium is also “bardic” in that, despite its technological
sophistication, it frequently seeks to imitate the most traditional and sim-
plest of storytelling situations.

TYPOLOGY OF NARRATORS

Narrative theory can provide crucial help in analyzing television
narrators because the field has isolated a host of issues concerning the
relationship of a narrator to his or her tale and to the world constructed
by that tale—what in narrative theory is called the diegesis. In the
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following discussion, we will look at six of the most important of these
variables.

First, is the narrator a character in the story he or she tells, or is the
narrator outside of the story-world?

I referred to this distinction briefly above. Thomas Magnum and John-
boy Walton are character-narrators (in Gérard Genette’s terminology, they
are homodiegetic—that is, situated within the world they tell us about),
whereas the anonymous narrators of PBS documentaries come from an-
other realm (they are heterodiegetic). The distinction between these two
types of narrators can be important because, by convention, character-
narrators are considered less objective and less authoritative than
heterodiegetic narrators. The former are personally involved in the sto-
ries they relate; the latter merely observe from some more or less Olym-
pian vantage point.

Second, does the narrator tell the whole tale, or is his or her story
embedded within a larger “frame” story? (Narrative theorists always ex-
plain embedding by reference to nested Russian dolls.)

Whenever a character within a program tells another character a story,
that narration is embedded with the overarching discourse of the narrat-
ing agency. Because the embedded narrators are themselves enfolded
within the discourse of the whole text, they are assumed to be less knowl-
edgeable and powerful. Such discriminations help us understand the dy-
namices of Rescue 911. William Shatner acts as the personification of the
heterodiegetic narrator of the entire show: he introduces each episode,
provides information and commentary, and draws conclusions. The vari-
ous participants in the accidents also narrate—they recount their own
memories of the events —but their storytelling is enfolded within Shatners.
Thus, the stories that Christine Kopstick, Terry Kopstick, Lindell Smith,
Connie Smith, and Kendell Smith offer are inferred to be partial, even
colored by their involvement and distress. Like Shatner, the participant-
narrators speak both in voice-over and on camera; however, on screen their
gaze is slanted to the side, presumably toward an interviewer who is elic-
iting their accounts. Only Shatner, the personification of the frame narra-
tor, looks straight ahead, meeting the gaze of the camera. Through the
editing back and forth amongst the participants’ stories, through the
reenactments, through the choices of camera placement, through the mu-
sical score, and through Shatner’s spoken commentary, the television nar-
rator ties together all the threads of the story to provide the viewer with
the complete overview.

Third, what degree of distance, in terms of space and time, exists
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William Shatner as frame narrator

between the story events and the time and place of the narrator’s nar-
rating?

John-boy Walton narrates from the vantage point of a grown man; his
tone is nostalgic and reflective. (John-boy is portrayed on screen by Rich-
ard Thomas, but an older actor provides John-man’s voice-over). On the
other hand, Thomas Magnum narrates as his story unfolds. He is more
wrapped up in the action; his narration is more anxious and immediate.

Fourth, what degree of distance in terms of transparency, irony, or self-
consciousness does the narrator exhibit?

The vast majority of television narrators strive for neutrality and self-
effacement, as if viewers are supposed to overlook the fact that the story
is coming through a mediator and instead believe that they are looking in
on reality. Other styles are possible, however. Some shows—I'm thinking
of Moonlighting—convey an “arch” tonality and an assertive self-
consciousness, deliberately flouting conventions of realism. Hand-held
camera movement, so typical on contemporary commercials, conveys an
artlessness so studied that it is paradoxically quite self-conscious. And
the decision to use an actor as a narrating figurehead (either on screen or
in voice-over) is always a move toward foregrounding the discourse. In
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fact, many hosts/voice-overs are not at all shy about acting like the talk-
ative narrator of a Victorian novel. At the end of each episode of Rescue
911, Shatner always draws a moral: parents should teach their children
how to call for assistance, everyone should learn CPR, and so on.32

Fifth, is the narrator reliable? If unreliable, does the narrator withhold
the truth through his or her own limitations (that is, is the narrator falli-
ble), or in order to mislead us?

The way to tell whether a narrator is unreliable or not is to look for
discrepancies between what the narrator tells us and what we intuit the
implied author believes. Heterodiegetic voices generally strive for perfect
sincerity, and every other facet of the text is designed to bolster their
credibility. Character voice-over narrators are more likely to be fallible.
On an episode of Magnum, PI. entitled “Old Acquaintance,” Magnum is
to meet a woman he has not seen since they were high school friends. His
voice-over states: “I had to admit I was a little nervous about seeing Goldie
again after all these years. But one thing I wasn't worried about was
whether I'd recognize her or not. There was a bond between us, a history,
a camaraderie that went beyond the physical. It was a spiritual sort of
thing” Meanwhile, the shot shows Thomas craning around a hotel lobby
and overlooking a lovely redhead—Goldie—who is blatantly trying to
attract his attention. This dichotomy shows us that Thomas has been spout-
ing garbage; his “spiritual bond” is not strong enough to overcome his
memory of Goldie’s unattractiveness in high school.

Finally, one might look at the narrator’s degree of omniscience. Omni-
science may involve one or more of the following traits: knowing the sto-
ry’s outcome, having the ability to penetrate into characters’ hearts and
minds, and/or having the ability to move at will in time and space. One
common way to judge the narrator’s omniscience is to see whether or not
the narration is “restricted,” that is, whether or not we follow only the
actions and knowledge of a leading character, or whether the narrator
moves at will between characters and thus is “unrestricted.” In some crime
shows, such as Hawaii Five-O or Columbo, the camera shows the viewer
the guilty party at the outset; we side with the narrator in a position of
knowledge and wait for McGarrett or Columbo to catch the crook. In other
cases, the television narrator Knows All but resists Telling All; it shows
the murder being committed but coyly keeps the murderer’s face off screen.
(In Dallas, the narrator knew full well who shot J. R. Ewing; it just
wouldn’t tell us until the following season.) Most television narrators dis-
play a large degree of omniscience.

To summarize, narratologists look carefully at a cluster of markers indi-
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cating the narrator’s position vis-a-vis the tale and the consequences of
this position to the discourse as a whole. Identical story events can seem
radically different depending upon the narrator’s slant and on the degree
of the narrator’s power, remoteness, objectivity, or reliability. As Walter
Benjamin once put it, “Traces of the storyteller cling to the story the way
the handprints of the potter cling to the clay vessel:”® Analyzing televi-
sion narrators, then, involves putting a magnifying glass to these individ-
ualized handprints.

TIME
Christian Metz has written, “There is the time of the thing told and the
time of the telling. . . . One of the functions of narrative is to invent one

time scheme in terms of another time scheme®* The binary nature of
time in narrative is considered one of its distinguishing characteristics
and has been much studied.

Story events, by definition, proceed chronologically. But when the teller
tells the tale, that teller is not bound to follow chronological order; events
can be presented in any order the teller finds most effective. A television
narrator frequently teases the viewer with flashforwards of the action
to come; on Rescue 911, for instance, Shatner intones, “When we con-
tinue . . ” and presents us with a clip showing Christine Kopstick’s hyste-
ria when she realizes what has happened to Ross. Alternatively, a narra-
tor might employ a flashback to orient the viewer and bring him or her up
to date; news stories often intercut file footage from previous events, and
serials often begin with a montage of scenes from earlier shows.

Television narrators often must convey simultaneity. As mentioned
above, television texts frequently present more than one storyline; in the
story-world these events may be happening at the same moment, but a
narrator can only tell one thing at a time. Before television was invented,
film developed several techniques for indicating simultaneity: titles such
as “meanwhile, back at the ranch”; large clocks placed in every location;
verbal indicators; and parallel montage (cutting back and forth between
separate locations).

Television has taken parallel montage to a high art. The United com-
mercial mentioned earlier lasts a mere sixty seconds but is composed of
twenty-six shots. The narrator cuts back and forth between mother and
daughter, paralleling their activities throughout their respective days. This
linkage is a key component of the text’s message. Designed as it is to
appeal to businesswomen, the commerecial offers a reassuring fantasy that
one can travel out of town and still be back in time to pick up the kids—in
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The commercial has no dialogue, only music, unul the ending moments, when o mae voice-over states,
“For a half century and more, business travelers have depended on United Afrines to get them to their
most important meetings. United. Rededicated to getting you the service you deserve. Come fly the
Friendly Skies.”
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other words, that one can combine family and career (with the help of
United Airlines). The day care center is presented as a warm, wonderful
place, and the little girl—who, like her mother, will obviously grow up to
have a career—is presented as a tomboy in patched jeans, playing with
blocks instead of dolls. The parallel montage both implies the similarities
between them —“like mother, like daughter” —and also suggests that even
though the mother is separated by distance from her child, their lives are
indissolubly linked.

Not only can discourse reorder the sequence of story events, it can also
alter those events’ duration. Building on Gérard Genette's work in Narra-
tive Discourse, Seymour Chatman details the following five possible
matches between story and discourse duration:®

1. Summary: Discourse-time is shorter than story-time.

Verbal narratives rely heavily on summary. In visual media, sum-
mary is less common and proves slightly awkward because time
condensation is more difficult without verbal tenses. Perhaps the
closest that television comes to summary is in montage sequences
(particularly those used in tandem with voice-over narration). Thus
the title sequence of Gilligan’s Island condenses events that must
have taken some hours or days into a few moments.

2. Ellipsis: Discourse time is zero.

Television narratives depend on ellipsis. Every time the camera
cuts from a man leaving a building to that same man getting out of
his car, it has cut out all the story-time in between. This habit of
eliding routine events or nonpertinent stretches of time allows tele-
vision to present a story that supposedly has a duration of several
hours, days, weeks, or months within the confines of a half-hour or
hourlong text.

3. Scene: Story-time and discourse-time are equal.

Whenever a television show allows the camera to present story
events in full, without temporal cuts (the camera may change its
spatial position at will so long as no time is lost), we have con-
gruence between story and discourse-time. The scene is the basic
building block of television narratives. Roseanne, for instance,
unrolls through a series of scenes. Visual variety is accomplished by
means of cutting back and forth between cameras, but the conver-
sations unroll without a temporal break.

4. Stretch: Discourse-time is longer than story-time.
The best example of stretch is slow motion. In slow motion the
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narrator takes longer to relate the events than the events originally
lasted in the story. (Fast motion, which is less common, qualifies
as a form of summary.)

5. Pause: The same as stretch except that story-time is zero.

One example of a pause would be a complete freezing of the frame
while the narrator —perhaps a sports announcer—analyzes that ac-
tion. Commercials also use pauses, particularly in product shots. At
the end of the NyQuil commercial mentioned above, we get a freeze
frame of the couple in bed and a superimposed picture of the product,
while print and voice-over simultaneously proclaim: “Vicks NyQuil,
the nighttime sniffling, sneezing, coughing, aching, stuffy head, fever,
s0 you can rest medicine, from Vicks, of course.” The action has
paused, but the narrator continues to speak and to drive home the
moral of the story.

As Genette also pointed out, narratives have several options in terms
of their correspondence between story and discourse frequency. Each nar-
rator has a choice between the singulative, the repetitive, and the itera-
tive. That is to say, a narrator can: tell once what happened once (one shot
of the quarterback’s brilliant pass); tell n times what happened once (re-
playing the shot of the pass n times); or tell once what happened » times
(using one shot of one brilliant pass to stand for all the brilliant passing
the quarterback did in that game.) :

What is the point of identifying these time distortions? For one thing, it
can be intriguing to consider what lies behind the temporal choices. Inter-
estingly enough, commercials often strategically elide story-time; they
cut from the “before” situation to the “after” —we see the dirty shirt and
then the clean one, but all the work of doing the laundry is hidden. Simi-
larly, a show may begin with some exiting action to grab the viewer’s
interest and only flash back to provide less eye-catching background infor-
mation once its hold on the viewer is firmly established. The United com-
mercial uses both stretch and ellipsis: it uses slow motion during the mo-
ments of parting and reunion, lingering over the time the mother and
child are together, whereas it proceeds quickly through the time they are
apart.

Moreover, examining the temporal distortions can help us characterize
television narrators. The closer the discourse approaches to congruence
with story-time through presenting singulative scenes in chronological
order, the less interventionist and the more invisible is the narrator; the
more the discourse distorts story-time through achronological order, un-
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usual pacing, or repetition, the more the narrator’s hand is revealed. Sit-
coms tend to have self-effacing narrators and to proceed chronologically
from scene to scene, whereas music videos make time distortions part of
their style.

Narrative theory also provides us with a framework for understanding
one of the unique qualities of television—the ability to broadcast “live”
“Liveness” may be defined as the apparent congruence between dis-
course-time and reception-time —that is, no time gap exists between the
narrative’s production and its consumption. We have become accustomed
to films’ and novels’ “having been spoken” many years before we happen
upon them. In the case of film, this “past-tense” quality is a function of
technology: the moment of recording the film always precedes the mo-
ment of our watching that recording. Television, on the other hand, is
both a recording medium (videotape) and a medium for simultaneous trans-
mission. Other chapters will take up the question of “liveness” as a defining
quality of television. Here let me just point out that “live” broadcasts
offer a simulation of traditional oral storytelling, in which the audience
hears the tale at the moment that the storyteller speaks it.

But on television, what was once live can be taped and rebroadcast later
(and the quality of videotape recording makes it literally impossible for
the viewer —without other clues—to know the difference). In other words,
there are really three time schemes operating: the time of the told, the
time of the telling, and the time of the broadcasting. Let us turn now to
look at this third, outermost layer.

Schedule

Compared with television, novels and films are comparatively “free-
standing” in terms of their exhibition or consumption, and the reader or
viewer has relatively unfettered access to such texts. Television narra-
tives are unique in the fact that all texts are embedded within the
metadiscourse of the station’s schedule. A viewer can circumvent some of
the extrinsic consequences of this embedding by using a videocassette
recorder; one can, for example, watch a show at a more convenient time,
or watch it again, or fastforward through commercials. But this embed-
ding has also led television narratives to make certain intrinsic adjustments.

American television schedules are like jigsaw puzzles. They are com-
posed of scores of separate pieces that must fit together in set patterns
and thus must conform to standardized rules. For instance, each piece of
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the puzzle must fit into a specific time frame controlled to the last second.
Accordingly —unlike oral, literary, or cinematic narratives, which are
much more likely to last as long as their story requires—television narra-
tives have to fit into an assigned Procrustean bed. This frequently means
that long television movies and miniseries are “padded” with insignificant
events, whereas many commercials and news stories don't have enough
time to develop their stories before they must conclude.

Another principle of most television schedules is that each text must
accommodate interruption. The most common form of interruption, of
course, is the commerecial break, but one should not overlook the “pledge
breaks” on public television stations or “the kitchen and bathroom” inter-
missions that cable networks insert into long feature films. Television nar-
ratives have learned to compensate for and even take advantage of the
inevitable interruptions in various ways. First, they typically tailor their
discourse to fit “naturally” around the commercial breaks, so that, for
instance, the exposition fits before the first break and the coda after the
last. Second, shows build their stories to a high point of interest before
each break to ensure that the audience will stay tuned. (Or actually, as
Kenneth Hey notes of the classic television drama Marty, crescendos are
so structured as to deliver “emotionally sensitive viewers straight into a
commercial message.”)*® Finally, programs frequently time the placement
of commerecials to coincide with a temporal ellipsis so that while the view-
er’s attention has been diverted, the story can gracefully leap ahead sev-
eral hours or days.

In recent years, advertisers have actually begun to use interruption as
part of their own texts: one now sees commercials that break themselves
into two parts. In the first “act,” someone pours milk onto a bowl of cereal.
The commerecial is “interrupted” by one or two other nonrelated adver-
tisements, then we return for the second part of the story—lo and be-
hold, the cereal has not gotten soggy!! Such commercials use interruption
as part of their sales pitch.

Because most television stations broadcast around the clock or nearly
so, they have a voracious demand for material. To maximize investments
in time and money, it is cheaper to continue using the same cast and set
than to create all new shows. Moreover, as writers of comic strips, popular
novels, and radio shows had already discovered, using the same existents
has the advantage of building audience familiarity and loyalty.®” Thus, as
we all know, few television narratives are self-contained, single broad-
casts; thus the development of series and serials.

Series refers to those shows whose characters and setting are recycled,
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but the story concludes in each individual episode. By contrast, in a serial
the story and discourse do not come to a conclusion during an episode,
and the threads are picked up again after a given hiatus. A series is thus
similar to an anthology of short stories, while a serial is like a serialized
Victorian novel. Serials can be further divided into those that do eventu-
ally end (despite the misnomer, miniseries belong in this category) and
those, such as soap operas, that may be canceled but never reach a conclu-
sion, a new equilibrium.

The series format has several consequences for television narratives,
some of which have been mentioned above. For one thing, because the
characters must continue from week to week, suspense is diluted; the
viewer knows that the hero is never in mortal danger. For another, be-
cause each show repeats without progression, the viewer finds surface
variability on top of a rigid formula—a “new” mystery (which will be
solved), a “new” villain (to be vanquished), a “new” love interest (to flirt
with, but separate from), a “new” embarrassment or misunderstanding
(to forgive or unravel). One truism of television criticism is that series
characters have no memory and no history: amazingly, they don’t notice
that they said and did exactly the same things the previous week. (How-
ever, although past events disappear into a black void, characters’ interre-
lationships do grow from week to week.) Moreover, as long as the series
continues, the viewer can bank on the fact that the central tension or
premise will not be resolved; for instance, on a given Star Trek we do not
expect that the Enterprise will complete its mission and return to earth.
As John Ellis has noted, “The TV series repeats a problematic. It there-
fore provides no resolution of the problematic at the end of the run of the
series. . . . Fundamentally, the series implies the form of the dilemma
rather than that of resolution and closure. This perhaps is the central
contribution that broadcast TV has made to the long history of narrative
forms and narrativised perception of the world”®® Only on red-letter occa-
sions will a series reach an Aristotelian end. The last episode of M*A*S*H
attracted national attention because the show actually created a new state
of affairs: the Korean War ended and everyone got to go home.

Because serials progress from week to week, they face special dilem-
mas. First, they must bring up to date viewers who do not usually watch
the show or who have missed an episode. To this end, many begin by
offering a flashback recap of ongoing storylines (“Previously, on L.A.
Law . . ”). Another option, characteristic of daytime soap operas, is to
have the characters redundantly discuss the most significant past events.
Second, serials must generate enough viewer interest and involvement to
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survive their hiatus. Some offer flashforwards to tease the viewer with
bits of upcoming action; frequently, they also turn to the technique made
famous by movie serials—the cliffhanger. The general rule seems to be,
“the longer the hiatus, the higher the cliff” —witness the spectacular cliff-
hangers whipped up on Dallas and Dynasty for the last show of each
season.

I am tempted to claim that one of the distinguishing characteristics of
American television over the last five years has been its blurring of the
distinction between series and serials, or, to be more precise, its increased
tendency toward serialization. (Surely it is significant that even commer-
cials have recently adopted a serial format—for example, the Nissan
Pathfinder’s ongoing expedition to Rio de Janeiro, or the unstoppable Ener-
gizer bunny, or the burgeoning romance between neighbors who borrow
Taster’s Choice instant coffee.) But the line between series and serial may
have been blurry to begin with. Even in a “classic” series like / Love Lucy,
some storylines—such as Lucy’s pregnancy—necessarily carried over
week to week. And many series have always evinced nonreversible changes
over the years: within a given season, each episode of M*A*S*H may be
freestanding and all episodes may be watched in any order, but the shows
dating from the years after Colonel Blake’s departure necessarily repre-
sent narrative development over those made before he left. On the epi-
sode of Roseanne mentioned above, the central storyline about vacation
plans reaches resolution, but Darlene and Becky’s party introduces events
involving the girls’ boyfriends that link up with earlier and later programs.
St. Elsewhere, L.A. Law, and similar shows have merely developed a dis-
tinctive, stable amalgam of series and serialization; on such shows, one or
more of the half-dozen storylines featured on a given night may conclude,
but others will develop over a number of weeks.?® Perhaps the distinction
between serial and series should be seen more as a continuum than as an
either/or situation.

Series may spill over into serialization because, as Jane Feuer has noted,
the boundaries of television diegeses are strangely, uniquely permeable.
With novels and films, the reader/viewer believes that the action takes
place within a discreet, enclosed time and place, a fictional world, a
diegesis. Yet with TV, one notes a constant “bleed over” of characters and
themes from one text to another: characters from one series make appear-
ances on another series; the news at eleven will offer more information
about the social problem (child abuse, gambling addiction) just featured in
the made-for-TV movie. Texts even physically overlap one another, as when
voice-over advertisements for a later program are placed on top of the
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closing credits of the present text. Jane Feuer goes so far as to claim that,
because there are so many interruptions of television narratives, “the very
concept ‘diegesis’ is unthinkable on television’*° Certainly the boundaries
are shakier and more permeable than is the case with other narrative
mediums.

One of the questions asked at the beginning of this chapter was, “What
qualities are specific to television narrative?” I'd like to avoid answering,
partly because narrative codes on television, as in all mediums, are in flux
and change through time. Partly also because television offers so many
disparate types of texts (commercials are obviously quite different from
soap operas or TV movies) that generalizations are of limited value. Simi-
larly, some of the qualities I perceive as characteristic of television can
also be found on radio dramas or in serialized novels. Nevertheless, in
order not to shirk my responsibilities, and to summarize the preceding
discussion, I will hazard the following list of American television narra-
tive’s most common traits in the early 1990s:

» predictable, formulaic storylines;

* multiple storylines intertwined in complex patterns and frequently
interconnecting;

* individualized, appealing characters fitting into standardized roles;

* setting and scenery either very evocative (commercials) or merely
functional (series);

* substitute narratees, voice-over narration, and direct address often
employed to “naturalize” the discourse;

* complex interweaving of narrative level and voices;

* tendency toward omniscient, reliable narration;

* reliance on ellipsis and scene;

* achronological order to entice (previews) or inform (flashbacks);

* series, serial, and “hybrid” formats;

* accommodation of interruptions;

» lengths cut to fit standardized time slots; and

* permeable diegesis.

This concatenation of traits adds up to a manifestation of narrative rather
distinct from that found in other mediums. And it would be a grave mis-
take, I think, to underestimate the efficacy and sophistication of televi-
sion’s narrative structures; certainly many of the texts I have studied
closely offer evidence of great refinement and complexity.

I have been treating the television schedule as a kind of discourse. In a
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sense I believe that we can also look behind each station’s schedule to see
a supernarrator. These supernarrators are personified and individualized
by three primary means: logos (the NBC peacock, the CBS eye); signa-
ture music; and voice-over narrators who speak for the station or network
as a whole. The voice-over narrators are perhaps most significant—each
station routinely uses certain voice-over narrators who speak to the viewer,
providing flashforwards of coming attractions, justifying schedule changes,
or pleading technical difficulties.

Because they are the narrators of the outermost frame, these strange
storytellers are in the position of the utmost power and knowledge. They
sit outside and above all the embedded narratives, unaffected by them.
And it is through their sufferance that all the other texts are brought to
us: they can interrupt, delay, or preempt the other texts at will. I am
intrigued by the fact that in recent years the American Movie Channel
and WNET have sought to personalize their station spokespersons by
using on-screen figureheads. AMC offers us silver-haired Bob Dorian,
speaking from a traditional study or library, offering gossipy details about
the classic films. WNET presents the much more “with it” image of Louis
Dodley, younger, black, with fine-chiseled features, seated at a television
control panel. They are the mouthpieces for the stations, seeking to form
personal, not technological, connections.

Perhaps television is conscious of its role as storyteller. The Bard is
dead . . . long live the (T'V) Bard.

NOTES

1. I'm thinking of Gérard Genette’s Narrative Discourse Revisited, trans.
Jane E. Lewin (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1988), which itselfis a
gloss on Genette’s own pathbreaking Narrative Discourse: An Essay in
Method, trans. Jane E. Lewin (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1980),
and of Seymour Chatman’s Coming to Terms: The Rhetoric of Narrative in
Fiction and Film (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1990), which takes
as its explicit goal the need to standardize the terminology of the field.

2. My largest debts are to Seymour Chatman, Story and Discourse: Narra-
tive Structure in Fiction and Film (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press,
1978); and to Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction: Contemporary
Poetics (London: Methuen, 1983). For other sources, see “For Further Read-
ing” below.

3. Scholars disagree over the basic definitions of narrative and drama, thus
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leading to some confusion about to where to slot television and film. Chatman
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“telling” or “narrative”) and mimesis (roughly, “showing” or “dramatic”) as
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37. See Roger Hagedorn, “Technology and Economic Exploitation: The Se-
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FOR FURTHER READING

Anyone interested in pursuing this subject should begin with a general
overview of narrative theory. I recommend: Seymour Chatman, Story and
Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell
University Press, 1978), which is highly readable; Wallace Martin, Recent
Theories of Narrative (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1986), which
compares competing theories, includes useful diagrams and examples, and
offers a thorough bibliography; and Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative
Fiction: Contemporary Poetics (London: Methuen, 1983), which is both con-
cise and thorough and also offers an excellent annotated bibliography. A use-
ful addition to one of the above general handbooks is Gerald Prince, A Dictio-
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nary of Narratology (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1987), which
discusses concepts of narrative theory in a handy dictionary format.

Having mastered the basic tenets of narrative theory, one can proceed fur-
ther into the field along any number of byways. I have noted below only a
handful of the many paths one might follow.

Those interested in storyline or plot would do well to start with Vladimir
Propp, Morphology of the Folktale (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1970),
which is a pathbreaking study of story structure that is short, readable, and
intriguing; another seminal study of story events is found in Roland Barthes,
“Introduction to the Structural Analysis of Narratives,” in Image/Music/Text,
trans. Stephen Heath (New York: Hill and Wang, 1977). Jonathan Culler’s
Structuralist Poetics (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1975) traces
narrative theory’s debt to structuralism and offers insights on naturalization
and convention.

Those interested in narrators, discourse, and studies of what used to be
called “point of view” should start with Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric of
Fiction (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961), which helped define the
field, and then move on to Gérard Genette, Narrative Discourse: An Essay in
Method, trans. Jane E. Lewin (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1980),
which is a sustained analysis of Marcel Proust’s A la recherche du temps perdu
mixed with rigorous theory. Genette has provided his own corrections and
additions to his previous text in Narrative Discourse Revisited, trans. J. E.
Lewin (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1988). Both of Genette's stud-
ies should be consulted by anyone interested in time.

Different, valuable approaches to narrative theory are offered by William
Labov, “Transformation of Experience in Narrative Syntax,” in Language in
the Inner City: Studies in Black English Vernacular (Philadelphia: Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania Press, 1972), pp. 354-96, which offers an alternate model
of narrative structure, and by Robert Scholes and Robert Kellogg, The Na-
ture of Narrative (New York: Oxford University Press, 1966), which provides
an overview of the development of narrative form from the time of the ancient
Greeks to the twentieth century.

Whereas the works cited above couch themselves as studies of general
narratology (and primarily restrict their examples to literature), many texts
explicitly apply narrative theory to film. One might begin with Christian
Metz, “Notes toward a Phenomenology of the Narrative,” in Film Language:
A Semiotics of the Cinema, trans. Michael Taylor (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1974), a rich, though brief, essay. Next one might turn to
David Bordwell, Narration in the Fiction Film (Madison: University of
Wisconsin Press, 1985), which is a lengthy and scholarly discussion drawing
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on the work of the Russian Formalists and later narrative theorists. Seymour
Chatman’s Coming To Terms: The Rhetoric Of Narrative in Fiction and
Film (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1990) offers the latest thinking
on many thorny issues. My own Inwvisible Storytellers: Voice-Over Narration
in American Fiction Film (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988)
may be useful.

The number of journal articles dealing with film and narrative is large and
growing. Students would do well to consult such journals as Film Quarterly,
Screen, Journal of Film and Video, Cinema Journal, and Wide Angle. Let
me specifically draw attention to: Robert Burgoyne, “The Cinematic Narrator:
The Logic and Pragmatics of Impersonal Narration,” Journal of Film and
Video 42, no. 1 (Spring 1990): 3-16; Francesco Casetti, “Antonioni and
Hitchcock: Two Strategies of Narrative Investment,” Sub-Stance 51 (1986):
69-86; André Gaudreault, “Narration and Monstration in the Cinema,” Jour-
nal of Film and Video 39, no. 2 (Spring 1987): 29-36; Brian Henderson, “Tense,
Mood, and Voice in Film,” Film Quarterly 36, no. 4 (Fall 1983): 4-17; and
Marsha Kinder, “The Subversive Potential of the Pseudo-Iterative” Film
Quarterly 43, no. 2 (Winter 1989/1990): 3-16.

The body of literature dealing with television narratives is also growing.
Some of these studies offer valuable descriptions without resorting to narra-
tive theory per se; for example, see John Ellis, Visible Fictions: Cinema,
Television, Video (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1982); and David Marec,
Demographic Vistas: Television in American Culture (Philadelphia: Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania Press, 1984).

Other texts apply various aspects of narratology to television. For a sam-
pling, see Roger Silverstone, The Message of Television: Myth and Narrative
in Contemporary Culture (London: Heinemann, 1981); Robert C. Allen,
Speaking of Soap Operas (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
1985); John Fiske, Television Culture (London: Methuen, 1987). In antholo-
gies, see Sharon Lynn Sperry, “Television News as Narrative,” in Understand-
ing Television: E'ssays on Television as a Social and Cultural Force, ed. Rich-
ard P. Adler (New York: Praeger, 1981), pp. 295-312; Jane Feuer, “Narrative
Form in American Network Television,” in High Theory/Low Culture: Ana-
lyzing Popular Television and Film, ed. Colin MacCabe (Manchester, Eng.:
Manchester University Press, 1986), pp. 101-14; and several useful essays by
Robert Allen, Sandy Flitterman, Maureen Turim, and Robert Stam in Re-
garding Television—Critical Approaches: An Anthology, ed. E. Ann Kaplan,
American Film Institute Monograph Series, vol. 2 (Frederick, Md.: Univer-
sity Publications of America, 1983).

Among the many journal articles dealing with television and narrative, see
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especially Caren J. Deming, “Hill Street Blues as Narrative,” Critical Studies
in Mass Communication 2 (March 1985): 1-22; Phillip Drummond, “Struc-
tural and Narrative Constraints and Strategies in The Sweeney,” Screen
20, no. 1 (1976): 15-35; and Mimi White, “Crossing Wavelengths: The
Diegetic and Referential Imaginary of American Commercial Television,’
Cinema Journal 25, no. 2 (Winter 1986): 51-64.
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his chapter focuses on the experience of watching

television—an experience that, as I suggested in the

introduction, is a pervasive and almost universal fea-

ture of modern life. And yet, precisely because it is
so much a part of the fabric of everyday life, it is not very well understood.
All of the essays in this book address the general question: How do we
make sense of and derive pleasure from watching television? This chapter
zeros in on the meeting place between television’s discourses and televi-
sion viewers. We will approach this intersection between the world inside
the set and the viewer in front of it from three directions. First, I assess
the general strand of contemporary literary theory called reader-oriented
criticism to see what light it might shed on how we understand television
narratives. Sarah Kozloff’s chapter on television narratives has examined
the relationship between the tellers of “tele-tales” and the tales them-
selves. In part, this chapter takes up the relationship between television’s
tales and the viewers of those tales. If every story presumes a teller, it
also presumes someone to whom the story is told.

But television is not just a series of tales; it is a performance medium,
and in some ways it resembles the I/you relationship of face-to-face com-
munication more than the removed and mediated writer/reader relation-
ship of literary communication. With most novels, the reader’s role in the
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exchange process between writer and reader is hidden; the reader is sel-
dom addressed or appealed to. Commercial television, on the other hand,
constantly addresses, appeals, implores, demands, wheedles, urges, and
attempts to seduce the viewer. If literature and cinema attempt to draw
us out of our everyday worlds and into their make-believe universes, com-
mercial television projects itself, its stories, its products into the everyday
world of the viewer. In short, we need to consider ways in which televi-
sion’s discourses and modes of address engage the viewer differently than
either both literature or film.

The ways in which viewers make sense and pleasure from their engage-
ments with television depend in part on the particularities of the act of
television viewing. The expression watching television subsumes a wide
variety of modes of engagement with the television set, from rapt atten-
tion to occasional glances in the direction of the screen while you are doing
something else. But whatever mode of television viewing you're in, it is
not the same kind of experience as reading a book or even watching a
movie in a theater. Therefore, we consider what we might learn about the
general processes of television viewing from the results of what might be
called ethnographic audience research—direct observation of television
viewing behavior.

Reader-Oriented Criticism

Reader-response criticism, reception theory, and reader-oriented
criticism are all names given to the variety of recent works in literary
studies that examine the role of the reader in understanding and deriving
pleasure from literary texts. Reader-oriented criticism starts from the
belief that the meaning of a literary text does not reside in any absolute
sense within the text itself. Rather, texts are made to have meaning by
readers as they read. Reader-response criticism places this process of mean-
ing and pleasure production—the act of reading—at the center of the
critical enterprise. In doing so, it attempts to make explicit what has long
been a hidden and largely unacknowledged phenomenon: the confronta-
tion between the reading act and textual structure.

The commonsense observation that meaning does not occur except
through the reading act has given rise not so much to a single approach to
literature (or film, or television) as to a large and frequently contentious
field of inquiry. Perhaps because they come so close to the heart of criti-
cism itself and to our relationship with those curious other worlds we call
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literature, film, or television, questions regarding the reading act have
not been answered in a single voice or asked from within a single theoreti-
cal framework. Questions about reading and readers have been raised
within phenomenology, structuralism, semiotics, feminism, Marxism, and
psychoanalysis—not to mention cognitive psychology, information theory,
and several branches of sociology. As Elizabeth Freund puts it in her
survey of reader-response criticism: “The trend to liberate the reader from
his enforced anonymity and silence, to enable him to recover an identity
or the authority of a force, is bedevilled by all the concomitant hazards,
schisms, anxieties, and jargons of liberation movements”” Reader-response
criticism is, she concludes, a “labyrinth of converging and sometimes con-
tradictory approaches”!

Rather than try to follow all the paths in this critical labyrinth, I will
organize my discussion of this approach around what I see as a set of key
questions—key both to the project of reader-oriented approaches in gen-
eral and to their possible application to television narratives. In doing so,
I will necessarily gloss over many of the philosophical and methodological
differences between the various schools of reader-response criticism that
stand out so sharply to literary theorists. What is most important to the
student of television is the question that reader-oriented criticism thrusts
into the critical foreground: What happens when we read a fictional narra-
tive? But we must also ask, What issues and complications arise when the
narrative text being “read” is televisual rather than literary?

One branch of reader-response criticism has concerned itself particu-
larly with the ways in which the reader is implicated in the text and in
which he or she constructs a rich imaginary world out of the stark black
words of the fictional text. The literary theories of Roman Ingarden, Wolf-
gang Iser, and Hans Robert Jauss grow out of the more general philo-
sophical position known as phenomenology. Given its name by philoso-
pher Edmund Husserl in the 1930s, phenomenology concerns itself with
the relationship between the perceiving individual and the world of things,
people, and actions that might be perceived. These are not two separate
realms connected only by the passive sensory mechanisms of the individ-
ual, declared Husserl, but rather they are inextricably linked aspects of
the process by which we know anything. All thought and perception in-
volve mutually dependent subjects and objects. I cannot think but that I
think of something. Thus to study any thing is to study that thing as it is
experienced or conceptualized within the consciousness of a particular
individual. Reality, in other words, has no meaning for us except as indi-
vidually experienced phenomena.
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Phenomenology views reading fiction as a special and fascinating in-
stance of the more general process by which meaning is imposed upon the
world by the individual consciousness. The act of reading is not merely a
mechanical process of sense making, but rather a curious and paradoxical
process by which lifeless and pitifully inadequate marks on a page are
brought to life in the reader’s imagination. This process occurs in reading
the simplest fictional narrative (a joke or folktale) as well as the most
complicated and extended literary exercise. It occurs so quickly and seem-
ingly so automatically that it would appear to short-circuit conscious
thought and logie.

What happens when reader meets text, when consciousness encounters
the printed page, can be, and has been, conceptualized in any number of
ways: as a sort of mutually sustaining collaboration; as a surrender of the
reader to the thoughts of an absent other; and even as a struggle for
power between the text and the reader. All such conceptualizations of
reader-text interaction recognize that the world constructed as a result of
the reading act has existence only in the mind of the reader, and yet its
construction is initiated and guided by the words the reader encounters in
the text. Furthermore, those words were selected and organized by some-
one else, and yet that person (the author) is always absent from the read-
ing process. To Roman Ingarden, a student of Husserl, the literary work
is like a musical composition. As a piece of sheet music, the musical text
is still only a set of possibilities. This musical text becomes a musical work
only when a performer “concretizes” the text in performance. The musical
composition certainly exists apart from any particular performance of it,
but it has meaning for us only as a performance. Similarly, the literary
text for Ingarden is but a “schemata,” a skeletal structure of meaning
possibilities awaiting realization by the reader.

As an arrangement of words on the page, the literary text is but half of
the perceptual dynamic; it is an object, yet without a perceiving subject.
In the reading act, the fictional world represented by the words on the
page is constructed and given life within the consciousness of the reader.
That world is created as the reader follows the cues provided by the text,
but also—even more important, according to Ingarden—as the reader
fills in the places the text leaves vacant. Gap filling is the process by which
the imaginary world suggested by words in the text is constructed in the
mind of the reader. The notion of gap filling recognizes that reading a
novel involves not merely following a mental recipe using ingredients sup-
plied by the text, but a much more complex process in which the reader
brings to bear upon the words of the text previous experiences with liter-
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ary texts, knowledge of other texts of the same type, and an array of
mostly unconscious assumptions drawn from his or her own experiential
world. Because those experiences and knowledge vary from culture to
culture, group to group, and individual to individual, there will be differ-
ent fictional worlds constructed by different readers on the basis of the
same textual instructions. Furthermore, gap filling accounts for one of
the most fascinating qualities of imaginative literature: The worlds we
construct in reading literature appear to us to be fully formed and com-
plete from the time we get our first descriptions of them on page one until
after we have finished reading the final paragraph of the book. Reading a
novel is not like playing “connect the dots” We don’t start with an appar-
ently random arrangement of words that take on meaning and life only at
the end of the reading process. Even on the basis of the tiniest fragment
of narrative information, we will provide whatever is missing until we
have organized those scraps into a complete imaginary world.

Gap filling is also affected by our movement through the text. The con-
frontation between our initial expectations and the text forms a sort of
provisional fictional world, on the basis of which we develop further ex-
pectations of what is likely to happen next as well as assumptions about
the relationship between any one part of this fictional world and any other.
As we read further, those expectations are modified so that we can keep a
coherent world before our mind’s eye at all times. In short, Ingarden re-
minds us that reading is a dynamic tension between the reader’s expecta-
tions and the text's schematic instructions for meaning production. The
result is a constantly changing fictional world, but one that appears to us
as whole and complete at any moment during the reading act.

Ingarden’s description of the reading act is the starting point for Wolf-
gang Iser’s The Act of Reading.? Iser points out that our relationship with
narrative artworks is fundamentally different from that with painting or
photography. A painting can be taken in all at once. The only time we
experience a novel as a whole, however, is when we have finished experi-
encing it—that is, only after we have read it all. Instead of being outside
the work contemplating it as a whole, the reader of a narrative takes on
what Iser calls a “wandering viewpoint,” a constantly changing position
within the text itself.

Although Iser seems to exclude visual narratives (film and, by exten-
sion, television) from his account of the wandering viewpoint, it is clear
that any narrative form involves the reader’s—or viewer's—movement
through the text, from one sentence, shot, or scene to the next. Because
narratives unfold in time (reading time or screen time), as viewers or
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readers we are always poised between the textual geography we have
already wandered across and that we have yet to cover. This tension be-
tween what we have learned from the text and what we anticipate finding
out oceurs throughout the text and at every level of its organization. Each
sentence of a literary narrative or each shot of a television narrative both
answers questions and asks new ones. Iser describes this process as an
alternation between protension (expectation or anticipation) and retention
(our knowledge of the text to that point). To continue the geographic met-
aphor, each new “block” of text we cover provides us with a new vantage
point from which to regard the landscape of the text thus far, while at the
same time it causes us to speculate as to what lies around the next textual
corner. Hence our viewpoint constantly “wanders” backward and forward
across the text.

According to Iser, although the text can stimulate and attempt to chan-
nel protension and retention, it cannot control those processes, because
both oceur in the places where the text is silent—in the inevitable gaps
between sentences, paragraphs, and chapters. And, I would add, in the
gaps between shots, scenes, segments, and episodes. It is in these holes
in the textual structure that we as readers and viewers “work” on that
structure. We make the connections that the text cannot make for us.

Iser’s theory of reading activity as gap filling relies on a basic semiotic
distinetion (discussed in Ellen Seiter’s essay) between paradigmatic (as-
sociative) and syntagmatic (sequential) organization. The gaps in the text
to which Iser refers involve the syntagmatic arrangement of textual
segments—the space between one chapter and the next, for example.
These gaps provide us with an opportunity to consider possible paradig-
matic relationships between the segments as well. In other words, how
might they be related associatively or conceptually?

As I have noted, Iser limits his theory of the reading act to literature.
As a scholar whose examples are drawn predominantly from the realm of
“high art” literature, Iser might be horrified at the prospect of someone
applying his theory of reading not just to television, but to one of the most
popular and least “artsy” of television narrative forms: the soap opera.
Yet this is precisely what I propose to do. The phenomenological theory of
reading activity developed by Ingarden and elaborated by Iser helps to
account for the curiously structured and quite complex fictional soap opera
worlds that viewers encounter daily. Furthermore, given that some as-
pects of “reading” soap operas overlap with the processes involved in read-
ing any narrative broadcast on commerecial television, a reader- or viewer-
oriented account of the relationship between soap operas and their viewers
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might help us to understand our relationship with television narratives
more generally.

Serial narrative—what we usually call soap opera—is the most popu-
lar form of television programming in the world. Telenovelas dominate the
evening television schedule in many parts of Latin America. Brazil’s larg-
est commerecial television company, TV Globo, not only produces that coun-
try’s most popular soap operas, which are in turn the country’s most pop-
ular programs, but it exports its telenovelas to dozens of countries around
the world. One soap opera or another is usually the most-watched pro-
gram in Australia in any given week, and for the past thirty years a soap
opera has been the most popular program in Great Britain. In the winter
of 1991, a new serial in the People’s Republic of China took that country
by storm. Since the early 1930s, American daytime television schedules
have been dominated by serial drama, and the success of Dallas in the
1970s led to a proliferation of serials in the evening schedules as well.

The most striking narrative feature of soap operas—as the term serial
narrative implies—is their openness. Closed narratives (found in most
feature films and novels) resolve all the major narrative questions raised
in the plot by its end. The pleasure derived from reading or watching
closed narratives is closely connected to that moment of ultimate closure
— when secrets are revealed, riddles solved, obstacles overcome, and de-
sires fulfilled. Open narratives, on the other hand, do not tie up all their
narrative loose ends. Questions, problems, mysteries might remain un-
settled or their resolutions might provoke still further questions, prob-
lems, and complications.

Some serial forms are more open than others. Latin American soap
operas, for example, tend to last only a few months. At the end of their
runs, there is some attempt to close off some of the major plot lines. Here
we need to make a distinction between American prime-time serials, which
are shown in weekly, one-hour episodes (Dallas, L.A. Law, thirtysome-
thing, Twin Peaks), and daytime soap operas, which are either a half-hour
or an hour long and are shown five days a week (Santa Barbara, General
Hospital, As the World Turns). An episode of a prime-time American
serial usually contains at least one plot line that is closed off by the end of
the episode, along with a few others that might be stretched over several
episodes or an entire season. American daytime serials and British and
Australian soap operas (EastEnders, Coronation Street, Neighbors, Home
and Away) implicitly assume they will never end, and they very seldom
produce narrative closure within a given episode. Every plot line contin-
ues across a number of episodes.
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In applying some of the insights of reader-oriented criticism to the soap
opera, I want to concentrate on the American daytime soap opera be-
cause it demonstrates most clearly the peculiar narrative qualities of the
serial form in general. However, most of the points I make about Ameri-
can daytime soaps are applicable to British and Australian soaps as well.
The openness, longevity, and frequency of American daytime soap operas
(which I will henceforth simply call soap operas) result in a staggeringly
large amount of text devoted, ostensibly at least, to the relating of the
same overall story. Each year an hour-long soap opera offers its viewers
260 hours of text. Most of the soaps currently being run on American
commercial television have been on the air for at least ten years. In
cinematic terms, this represents the equivalent of 1,300 feature-length
films! One soap opera, Guiding Light, has enjoyed a continuous television
run since the early 1950s, giving it a text that would require more than a
year of nonstop viewing to “read.’

Another distinctive feature of the soap opera text is its presumption of
its own immortality. Closed narrative forms are conceived backward, with
the ending of the story dictating what leads up to it. Soap operas have no
point toward which all movement in the plot is directed. Rather than being
based around a single resolving plot line, soap operas disperse their nar-
rative energy among a constantly changing set of interrelated plots, which
may merge, overlap, diverge, fragment, close off, and open up again over
a viewing period of several years. Individual episodes advance the plots
incrementally, but no one watches a soap opera with the expectation that
one day all of the conflicts and narrative entanglements will be resolved so
that the entire population of the soap opera universe can fade into happily-
ever-after oblivion.

A final resolution to a soap opera’s narrative seems so unlikely in part
because we follow the activities of an entire community of characters rather
than observing the fate of a few protagonists. It is not at all unusual for a
soap opera to feature more than forty regularly appearing characters at
any given time—not including those characters who have been consigned
to the netherworld between full citizenship in the community and death:
characters who long ago moved to another town, or characters whose fate
is uncertain (dozens of soap opera characters have been presumed dead,
only to be resurrected years later). These large communities represent
elaborate networks of character relationships, in which who someone is is
a matter of to whom he or she is related by marriage, kinship, friendship,
or antagonism. These complex character networks in American daytime
soap operas distinguish them even from their prime-time counterparts
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such as Dallas or L.A. Law, whose “permanent” residents are fewer (a
dozen as opposed to thirty or forty) and whose narratives depend much
more upon a few central characters.

In an attempt to account for the soap opera viewing process, we might
begin by recalling Iser’s point that we can never experience a narrative
text in its totality while we are reading it; we are always someplace “in-
side” its structure rather than outside of it contemplating it as a whole.
However, unlike closed narrative forms (the novel, the short story, the
feature film, the made-for-TV movie or teleplay), the soap opera does not
give us a position after “The End” from which to look back on the entire
text. The final page of a soap opera never comes, nor is it ever anticipated
by the viewer. As soap opera viewers, we cannot help but be inside the
narrative flow of the soap opera text. Furthermore, our “wandering”
through the soap opera text as viewers is a process that can occur quite
literally over the course of decades.

Even if we wished to view the entire text of All My Children or Coro-
nation Street to this point in its history, we would be unable to do so; a
soap opera is like a novel whose chapters we rip up immediately after
reading them. Our viewing of soap operas is regulated by their being
parceled out in daily installments. Unlike our reading of a literary text,
the rate at which we “read” films or television programs is a function of
the text itself rather than our reading activity. The exception—and it is
becoming a rather important one—occurs when we watch programs on
videotape and thus can zip, zap, and freeze the flow of images; otherwise
those images flash by at a predetermined and unalterable rate. With soap
operas, and to a lesser degree with other series and serial forms of televi-
sion narrative, this reading regulation is not just technological but institu-
tional as well—a measured portion of text is allocated for each episode
and for each scene within each episode. Unlike the series form of televi-
sion narrative, wherein a complete story is told in each episode and only
the setting and characters carry through from week to week, the soap
opera simply suspends the telling of its stories at the end of each episode
without any pretext of narrative resolution. In the 1930s and 1940s, radio
soap operas ended each episode with the announcer asking, for example,
“Will Mary forgive John’s thoughtlessness and agree to marry him? Join
us tomorrow.” The announcer’s role was eliminated as soap operas shifted
from radio to television, but the calculated suspension of the text at the
end of each episode of a television soap opera implicitly encourages the
viewer to ask the same sort of question and provides the same answer:
You’ll have to tune in to the next episode to find out.
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Viewed in terms of reader-oriented criticism, the time between the end
of one soap opera episode and the beginning of the next constitutes an
enforced gap between syntagmatic segments of the text. Iser comments
on a parallel pattern of textual organization in the novels of Charles Dick-
ens, which were first published in weekly installments in magazines. Thus,
during his lifetime, many of Dickens’s readers read his novels over a pe-
riod of months, one chapter each week. Iser claims that they frequently
reported enjoying the serialized form of a given novel more than they did
the same work when it was eventually published in book form. Their height-
ened enjoyment Iser explains in terms of the protensive tension provoked
by the strategic interruption of the narrative at crucial moments. Every
chapter ended with a major unanswered question, but the reader had to
wait until the next issue of the magazine before it would be answered. By
structuring the text around the gaps between installments and by making
those gaps literally days in length, the serial novel supercharged the read-
er’s imagination and made him or her a more active reader.?

The relationship Iser sees between “strategic interruption” and height-
ened enjoyment would seem to apply with particular force to the experi-
ence of watching soap operas. It might also be responsible, in part at
least, for the frequently mentioned loyalty of many soap opera viewers
and for the pleasure many viewers take in talking about their “stories”
(my mother’s generic term for soap operas) with other viewers. The regu-
lar suspension of the telling of those stories increases the desire to once
again join the lives of characters the viewer has come to know over the
course of years of viewing. And because the viewer cannot induce the
text to start up again, some of the energy generated by this protensive
tension might well be channeled into discourse about the text among fel-
low viewers.

When Dorothy Hobson interviewed women office workers in Birming-
ham, England, to determine how talk about soap operas fit into the every-
day work environment, she discovered that the opportunity to talk about
soaps in the “gap” between episodes was just as important to these view-
ers as watching the soap. Their lunchtime and work-break conversations
frequently revolved around soap operas, as they anticipated what might
happen next, debated the significance of recent plot events, analyzed the
motives and behaviors of particular characters, and related the fictional
world of the soap opera to their own experiences. Indeed, several women
decided to begin watching a particular soap opera because they found
lunchtime discussion about it so important to their colleagues.* The range
of protensive possibilities these and other viewers of soap operas might

WorldRadioHistory




AUDIENCE-ORIENTED CRITICISM . 111

discuss is considerably wider than in many other types of narrative. Un-
like texts that have a single protagonist with whom the reader identifies
almost exclusively, the soap opera distributes interest among an entire
community of characters, thus making any one character narratively dis-
pensable. Even characters the viewer has known for decades may sud-
denly die in plane crashes, lapse into comas, or move to Cleveland.

Textual gaps exist not only between soap opera episodes but within
each episode as well. Each episode is planned around the placement of
commercial messages, so that the scene immediately preceding a com-
mercial raises a narrative question. For the sponsor, the soap opera nar-
rative text is but a pretext for the commercial —the bait that arouses the
viewer’s interest and prepares him or her for the delivery of the sales
pitch. For the viewer, however, the commercial is an interruption of the
narrative—another gap between textual segments, providing an excel-
lent opportunity to reassess previous textual information and reformulate
expectations regarding future developments. We might even argue that
the repetition and predictability of commercial messages encourage this
retentive and protensive activity. A given commercial might be novel
enough to warrant our attention the first time we see it, but is unlikely to
sustain our interest on subsequent viewings.

Iser theorizes that textual gaps can also be created by “cutting” be-
tween plot lines in a story. Just when the reader’s interest has been se-
cured by the characters and situation of one plot line, the text shifts per-
spective suddenly to another set of characters and another plot strand.
Because of this, says Iser, “the reader is forced to try to find connections
between the hitherto familiar story and the new, unforeseeable situations.
He is faced with a whole network of possibilities, and thus begins himself
to formulate missing links!® As regular soap opera viewers know, in any
given episode there are likely to be several major plot lines unfolding. The
text “cuts” among them constantly. The action in one scene might simply
be suspended for a time while we look in on another plot line. Later in the
episode we might rejoin the action in scene one as if no time had elapsed
in the interval, or we might join that plot line at a later moment in time.

The gaps that structure the soap opera viewing experience—between
episodes and between one scene and the next, as well as those created by
commercial interruptions— become all the more important when one con-
siders the complex network of character relationships formed by the soap
opera community. In a sense, the soap opera trades narrative closure for
paradigmatic complexity. Anything might happen to an individual char-
acter, but in the long run it will not affect the community of characters as
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a whole. By the same token, everything that happens to an individual
character affects other characters to whom he or she is related.

When I first began to watch soap operas regularly, [ was struck by the
amount of narrative redundancy within each episode. One episode of Guid-
ing Light, I remember well, consisted basically of scenes in which differ-
ent members of the community learned that two couples were about to be
married. I could understand why this information might be repeated in
subsequent episodes—not every viewer is able to watch soap operas every
day —but why was it necessary to repeat it over and over again within the
same episode? This is a puzzle only for the inexperienced soap opera viewer.
The regular viewer, familiar with the paradigmatic structure of that par-
ticular soap (that is, its network of character relationships) will know that
who tells whom is just as important as what is being related. Having been
conditioned to think of a narrative primarily in syntagmatic terms (what
happens when), I did not realize that in soap operas, what happens is
important only as it affects the soap’s network of character relationships.
Each retelling of the information “Skip and Carol are to be wed” is viewed
against the background formed by all the characters’ interrelationships.
Thus the second and third retellings within the same episode are far from
being paradigmatically redundant.

How is this paradigmatic complexity related to the structuring of gaps
in the soap opera text? The size of the soap opera community, the com-
plexity of its character relationships, and the fact that soap opera charac-
ters possess both histories and memories all combine to create an almost
infinite set of potential connections between one plot event and another.
The syntagmatic juxtaposition of two plot lines (a scene from one follow-
ing or preceding a scene from the other) arouses in the viewer the possi-
bility of a paradigmatic connection between them. But because the con-
nection the text makes is only a syntagmatic one, the viewer is left to
imagine what other connection, if any, they might have. The range of la-
tent relationships evoked by the gaps between scenes is dependent upon
the viewer’s familiarity with the current community of characters and his
or her historical knowledge of previous character relationships. For exam-
ple, one episode of a soap opera might be structured around the wedding
of two young characters. Following a scene showing the exchange of vows,
we might see the bride’s divorced parents arguing at the reception, while
in the next scene two young friends of the bridal couple exchange amo-
rous glances across a crowded dance floor. The text itself does not indicate
what paradigmatic relationship the viewer is to construct among these
three syntagmatically linked scenes. But the viewer may well see connec-
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tions among the ritual union of two characters, the effects of the dissolu-
tion of the union between the parents of one of them, and the possible
beginning of a romantic union between two other characters. In a very
real sense, then, the better one knows a soap opera and its characters, the
greater reason one has for wanting to watch every day. Conversely, the
less involved one is in a given soap opera’s textual network, the more that
soap opera appears to be merely an unending series of plot lines that
unfold so slowly that virtually nothing “happens” in any given episode,
and the more tiresomely redundant each episode seems.

Television’s Modes of Address

As we have seen, narrative theory begins with the observation that
every story is told by someone and in particular ways. Reader-oriented
criticism takes up the corollary to this observation: every story entails
someone to whom and for whose benefit the story is being told. In at-
tempting to specify “to whom” a story is told and the role this hypotheti-
cal listener/reader ought/might play in the reading process, reader-oriented
theorists have proposed a bewildering array of readers—fictive reader,
model reader, intended reader, ideal reader, implied reader, and super-
reader, to name but a few. Although each of these readers is somewhat
different, they all refer to the fact that—as anyone who has ever tried to
tell an anecdote or a joke knows—every story is constructed around a set
of assumptions the teller makes about his or her audience: what they know
or don't know; what their attitudes are toward certain groups of people;
why they are willing to listen to the story to begin with; how it is likely to
fit in with other stories or jokes they might have heard; and so forth.
Model, ideal, super, implied—these words all refer to the composite of
these assumptions as they are manifested within the narrative itself.

For example, the university where I teach (the University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill) has an intense sports rivalry with another cam-
pus of the state university system that is located just twenty miles away
(North Carolina State University). The rivalry has prompted a number of
Jokes told by students and alumni (all right, yes, sometimes by faculty,
too) of one school about the other. At a UNC alumni reception a few years
ago, someone asked me if I knew how one could identify a funeral proces-
sion for a State alumnus? “The lead tractor,” he said, “has its lights on”
The fact of his telling me this joke assumes a number of things about me
as a listener: (1) that I am aware of the rivalry between the two schools;
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(2) that I know that N.C. State is the campus in the state system that
specializes in agriculture; (3) that I know that a tractor is an inappropriate
vehicle in a funeral procession; and (4) that I side with UNC in this rivalry
and thus am likely to find the joke both relevant and funny rather than
pointless and insulting,

One of the most obvious ways the reader can be acknowledged and
assumptions about him or her manifested is by referring directly to the
reader: addressing the reader directly, confiding in the reader, appealing
to the reader, describing what the reader knows or might feel, even ques-
tioning or challenging the reader’s interpretation of the text thus far. In
other words, the text might create a characterized fictional reader. Such
a strategy was common in the eighteenth-century British novel (Henry
Fielding’s Tom Jones, for example), reaching its most elaborate (and fun-
niest) use in Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy. But the fashion for char-
acterized fictional readers waned in the nineteenth century (compare Dick-
ens with Fielding), and by the twentieth century the reader was largely
ignored in mainstream fiction. Even when the author employed first-person
narration to personify the voice of the storyteller, there was seldom a
corresponding personified reader to whom the first-person narrator told
his or her tale. Adopting the narrational style of the nineteenth-century
novel and drama, Hollywood cinema also pretends the viewer isn’t there
and tells its stories, for the most part, through the inhuman objectivity of
the “third-person” camera.

Thus, despite reader-oriented criticism’s usefulness in foregrounding
the role of the reader, the relationship between addresser and addressee
in television needs to be distinguished from that in literature as well as
from that in cinema and theater. In all these modes of storytelling, says
Marie Maclean, we have a type of performance. A novel, film, play, or
television program is a presentation, a display text arranged in a particu-
lar way for a particular audience in the hopes of eliciting a particular set
of responses. Each of these forms carries within it traces of the face-to-
face communication situation from which each ultimately derived. “Through
a narrative text,” she writes,

I meet you in a struggle which may be cooperative or may be combat-
ive, a struggle for knowledge, for power, for pleasure, for possession.
The meeting is manifest in the course of the narrative performance in
which the performer whether human or textual, undertakes to con-
trol the audience by words or signs alone, while they, the partners in
the act, use their power as hearers to dictate the terms of the control.
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If you tell me a story, I can refuse to listen, but if I become a listener,
I can also always remind you that words, in the last resort, can only
mean what my mind allows them to mean. I, too, am constantly
performing.®

All performances, she continues, involve a set of expectations and conven-
tions that form a contractual relationship between performer and audience.
This contract might be violated, transgressed, subverted, or amended,
but it cannot be ignored because it frames the performance act itself.

Each form of performance (novel, cinema, drama, television) implies a
different set of conventions and expectations and hence a different con-
tract between performer and audience. For example, in live performance,
performers can regulate their “acts” according to the immediate feedback
audience members provide them. A stand-up comic can address an audi-
ence member directly, allow him or her to “perform” in answer to a ques-
tion, exchange barbs with a heckler, or decide to change material in midact
if audience response seems to dictate that. By the same token, the audi-
ence of the live performance has the power to respond while the perfor-
mance is occurring, in the same space as the performer, and in such a way
that its response can affect the nature of the performance. Literary per-
formance, on the other hand, is but a representation of an enacted perfor-
mance. The actual “performer” (the author) is always absent from the
text and at the moment of the text’s “performance” in the mind of the
reader. Nor can the author, at the time of his or her “performance” (the
writing of the book), see or hear the person by whom the text is meant to
be read. In written texts, both performer and audience have become liter-
ary conventions; the author may be represented in the text as a narrator
and the reader may be characterized by the text, but both have been
reduced to linguistic signs. The reader’s power to attempt to control the
performance contract is similarly limited —at least in relation to the face-
to-face performance situation. “Feedback” becomes the reader’s interpre-
tation of the text.

Cinema combines features of both live and literary performance. It pro-
vides us with an iconic (Peirce might say “indexical”) rather than a lin-
guistic representation of the performance act. In other words, cinema is
at one level at least a record or simulation of what was, at the moment of
recording on film, a “live” performance. Despite the fact that it rarely
occurs in Hollywood films, a film performer can appear to address the
audience in the movie theater by looking and speaking into the camera.
(Woody Allen’s Purple Rose of Cairo is a fantasy about overcoming the
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simulated nature of cinema’s direct address.) But direct address in the
cinema is still only a representation of a face-to-face exchange, because
the performer is literally absent both from the film itself and from the
time and place of its showing, just as the audience was absent at the
moment the performer spoke to the camera. Similarly, although there can
be immediate response to the film in the movie theater (laughter, applause,
hissing, even verbal retorts), nothing the audience does short of stopping
the projector will affect the film’s “performance” At one level each show-
ing of the film will be the same as the last, regardless of how demonstra-
tive the audience’s response might have been.

Television has a greater capacity to emulate live performance than ei-
ther cinema or literature. Unlike literature and like cinema, television
represents its performers iconically —we see their images on the screen.
But unlike cinema, television can serve not only as a recording device but
also as a simultaneous transmission device. Direct address in cinema can
only allude to a face-to-face communication situation because the address
is always frozen in the past. Television can and does simulate face-to-face
communication in that a performer’s address to the camera can be seen
and heard by the viewer at the moment of its articulation. The word
simulation is very important here. Television creates the appearance of a
face-to-face encounter between performer and viewer, but it is an encoun-
ter in which the viewer is severely limited in his or her ability to turn the
tables and become the addresser. Where that does occur (as with viewer
call-in shows or on home shopping cable channels), it is usually via an-
other communication technology, the telephone, which reduces the
viewer-as-performer to a disembodied voice. Furthermore, the television
performer can control which viewer is allowed to be heard by other view-
ers and for how long. In short, the issue is not how close television can
come to imitating an actual face-to-face communication event, but how,
why, and with what effects upon the act of TV viewing television uses its
unique capacity to simulate person-to-person encounters.

In terms of the way television addresses and attempts to engage the
viewer, we need to keep in mind that television has the ability to “re-
present” a wide variety of other narrative, dramatic, and performance
forms. Television can transmit a “live” theatrical performance or sporting
event. It can also broadcast a film made decades ago. In the broadeasting
of news conferences, it can show a face-to-face encounter as it happens. In
the near half-century of its use as a commercial entertainment medium,
television has developed two primary modes of address—what we might
call the cinematic mode and the rhetorical mode. :
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Drawn from the conventions of Hollywood-style cinema, what I am call-
ing the cinematic mode of address and viewer engagement expends tre-
mendous effort to hide its operation. It engages its viewers covertly, mak-
ing them unseen observers of a world that always appears fully formed
and autonomous. As has been noted, with very few exceptions (most of
them in comedies), the viewer of a Hollywood-style film is neither ad-
dressed nor acknowledged. One of the cardinal sins of film acting is look-
ing into the lens of the camera, because doing so threatens to break the
illusion of reality by reminding viewers of the apparatus that intervenes
between them and the world on the screen. This is certainly not to say
that there is no “implied” viewer constructed by Hollywood films. Given
that the viewer’s knowledge of the world of the film comes through the
camera, the viewer is quite literally positioned in some place relative to
the action in every shot.

We see the cinematic mode of viewer engagement on television not only
in televised Hollywood films or made-for-TV movies, but also in television
dramas of all sorts as well as in some situation comedies. Indeed, the
preponderance of television drama on prime-time American television is
shot using the same conventions as “big-screen” filmmaking —especially
as those conventions affect address. We would find it astonishing if, dur-
ing an episode of Dallas, J. R. Ewing turned to the camera and said,
“What do you think about that?” And even in Twin Peaks, a show ac-
claimed for its narrative and stylistic innovation, the viewer was still ig-
nored, and the narrative unfolded as if no one were watching.

Daytime soap operas and some situation comedies have modified the
Hollywood style of shooting to accommodate what is called “three-camera,
live-tape” shooting, whereby an entire scene is enacted while being shot
and recorded on videotape simultaneously by three (or more) television
cameras. The director electronically cuts between one camera’s shot and
another as the scene is enacted in real time. Live-tape production obvi-
ously makes subjective point-of-view shots much more difficult to achieve
than in Hollywood-style filmmaking, because repositioning the camera so
that it sees what a particular character sees would require penetrating
the space of the scene. Hence subjectivity (showing what a character
sees or thinks) is usually rendered aurally rather than visually by showing
a close-up of a character while his or her thoughts are heard on the sound
track. Despite some degree of deviation from Hollywood cinema style,
however, live-tape television dramas seldom, if ever, address the viewer.

The rhetorical mode of viewer engagement on television is in some ways
the opposite of the cinematic mode. Rather than pretending the viewer
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isn't there, the rhetorical mode simulates the face-to-face encounter by
directly addressing the viewer and, what is more important, acknowledg-
ing both the performer’s role as addresser and the viewer’s role as ad-
dressee. Among the types of programs that rely on the rhetorical mode
are news programs, variety shows, talk shows, religious programs, “self-
help” and educational programs (cooking, exercise, home study, and gar-
dening shows, for example), MTV (the video-jocks), home shopping chan-
nels, sports, game shows, and, of course, many advertisements. The
addressers—those whom Sarah Kozloff discusses as the narrator—in
these types of television shows play a number of distinet roles: they may
be “characterized” as the reporter, anchorperson, announcer, host, sports-
caster, moderator, or quiz master. Each characterization, obviously, in-
volves different conventions of address: how the addresser presents him-
self or herself and how he or she relates to and acknowledges the viewer.
But in each case there is an attempt to engage the viewer directly. Fur-
thermore, each involves an attempt, implicitly or explicitly, to recruit peo-
ple as viewers—that is, to persuade the actual person watching at home
that he or she is the “you” to whom the addresser is speaking.

In other words, the television addresser attempts to solicit the viewer’s
participation in a communication transaction in which a prospective audi-
ence member agrees to play the role of listener/viewer. As Maclean points
out, every story implicitly begins with the statement, “Listen, and I will
tell you something you will want to hear” That is, the story teller at-
tempts to assert his or her role as storyteller and, at the same time, to
convince the addressee to accept that role as well as the addressee’s own
role as listener to the story. Every story—indeed, every face-to-face
communication —involves an exchange on the basis of a presumed contract:
the addresser offers to tell us something we haven't already heard. By
agreeing to listen, we accept the offer. But the addresser also expects
something in return for telling us a story or revealing a piece of information:
he or she expects some kind of response. And as listeners we expect to be
able to respond. At a minimum, the teller looks for a response indicating
that the listener understands the point of the story, that he or she now
realizes why it was relevant and thus worth listening to. This signal of
relevance might be as simple as a nod of the head or a murmured “hmmm.’
In the case of a joke, the desired response is, of course, laughter. In all
performance situations, says Maclean, the audience “experience an obli-
gation to respond and feel cheated if they cannot do so. The response may
be positive or negative, it may confirm or contest the expectations of the
teller. . . . [Regardless,] the audience, whether willing or unwilling, feel
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that they have entered into, or sometimes that they have been forced into,
a contractual relationship.”

The centrality of the rhetorical mode of address to American television
becomes apparent when one considers the performance contract Maclean
speaks of in relation to the economic basis of commerecial television. As I
argued in the introduction, television is in the business of selling people to
advertisers. Or, to be more precise, broadcasters are paid by advertisers
on the basis of the statistical probability that at a certain time of day «
number of a particular category of viewers (men or women, teenagers,
children) will be tuned to a particular program and thus will be in a posi-
tion to watch the advertiser’s message. Commerecial television’s job is not
to sell products but to recruit people who are available to watch television
as viewers. Whatever else a television program does, whatever response
it hopes to elicit (laughter, tears, outrage, or whatever), it must first per-
suade a person in front of television set to play the role of viewer, to enter
into a contractual relationship that simulates what we experience in face-
to-face situations. Commerecial television constantly reminds you that you
are the “you” it wishes to speak to.

Becoming a watcher of commerecial television also involves the viewer in
an implicit economic contract as well. Maclean argues that, although every
narrative transaction is also an economic transaction (between the pro-
ducer and the consumer of a cultural product), at the level of reading the
nature of that transaction is the giving/accepting of a gift rather than the
selling/purchase of a commodity. “The gift economy,” she says, “is more
flexible than that of merchandise: you can choose not to enter into it, you
may even choose not to reciprocate. . . . The worth of a narrative, like the
worth of a gift, has nothing to do with its value”®

Programming on commerecial television arrives in our home as a gift.
We haven't asked for it; we don't pay to receive it; and (unless you are one
of the families that make up the television ratings sample) no one asks you
whether or in what ways you use it. Commerecial interruptions are, in one
sense, the string that comes attached to the “free gift” of television pro-
gramming. But commerecials are also implicit reminders that the gift was
given by the advertiser. Not too long ago most programs (and a few still
today) would be preceded or closed by an announcer’s voice saying, “This
program has been brought to you by . . ” or “This program has been
sponsored by. . . ” The minimal response the advertiser implicitly asks
from you, as the viewer to whom the program is offered, is that you also
agree to play the role of viewer during the commercial message. But the
entire economic system of commercial broadcasting is premised upon the
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expectation that at least some viewers will reciprocate the gift of pro-
gramming by purchasing the sponsor’s product.

This implicit reciprocity underpinning commercial television’s viewing
contract can be seen more clearly when we compare it to our contractual
relationship with the movies. The Hollywood cinema style has developed
to serve a system of economic exchange in which the viewer pays “up
front” for the opportunity to enjoy the cinematic experience that follows
the purchase of a ticket. Thus, in a movie theater, we have different ex-
pectations about the nature of that experience than we do in front of the
television set. For example, one reason that the showing of product adver-
tisements before a film has not gone over very well in the United States is
that people feel they have paid to see the movie and therefore should not
be subjected to a message they did not pay for and do not necessarily
want to see. But once a moviegoer has paid for a ticket, no further action
is asked of him or her after leaving the theater to fulfill the implicit con-
tract between “the movies” and the viewer/consumer. By contrast, com-
mercial television succeeds only by persuading the viewer to respond to
the “gift” of programming at another time, in another place, in a pre-
scribed manner. In other words, the implicit bargain between the viewer
and television is fulfilled not in front of the set but in the grocery store.
Television asks us to act; hence it is inherently rhetorical. If the theatrical
movie-viewing situation is centripetal (one bright spot of moving light ina
dark room draws us into another world and holds us there for ninety min-
utes or so), then television is centrifugal. Its texts are not only presented
for us but directed out at us. Ironically, television’s commercial messages
drive us away from the set, out into the “real” world of commodities and
services.

The nature of the gift economy of television becomes visible only when
the system of exchange breaks down. Occasionally, for example, a televi-
sion program will deal with issues or take a stance that a particular public
pressure group finds offensive. That group might urge its adherents to
boycott products made by the sponsors of the show as an expression of
their disapproval. The pressure group is in effect urging its members to
disavow that sponsor’s program gift, to leave it and its surrounding adver-
tising messages “unopened,” and to not reciprocate the gift by purchasing
the sponsor’s product.

One of the hallmarks of the rhetorical mode—and another striking dif-
ference between its method of viewer engagement and that offered by
Hollywood films—is its use of characterized viewers. Direct address is
but the most obvious way in which the viewer is represented on television
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—for example, as the “person” Dan Rather says “good evening” to at the
beginning of the CBS Evening News. Television frequently provides us
with on-screen characterized viewers—textual surrogates who do what
real viewers cannot: interact with other performers and respond (usually
in an ideal fashion) to the appeals, demands, and urgings of the addresser.

These on-screen characterized viewers abound on television commer-
cials. An ad for Time magazine that aired several years ago, for example,
opens with a shot of a man sitting at his desk at home. An off-screen voice
asks him, “How would you like to get Time delivered to your home every
week for half-off the newsstand price?” The man looks into the camera as
the voice speaks, but before he can respond the voice adds, “You’ll also
receive this pocket calculator with your paid subscription” An arm emerges
from off-screen and hands the caleulator to the man. He nods his accep-
tance of the offer, but again, before he can speak the voice piles on still
more incentives. Finally, with not the slightest doubt remaining that the
man will become a Time subscriber, the voice orders him to place the
toll-free call. The man hesitates. “What are you waiting for?” the voice
asks. “You haven't told me the number,” the man objects. The voice re-
sponds with the number, and it magically appears at the bottom of the
screen. The ad ends with the man placing the phone call.

Notice that although the characterized viewer (the man in the ad) is
constructed so as to resemble the real viewer Time hopes to reach with
the ad, the former stands in a different relationship to the text’s addresser
than does the presumed viewer at home. The man in the ad enjoys a di-
rect, face-to-face (or, in this case at least, face-to-voice) relationship with
the performer who addresses him. The technology necessary to bring the
commercial message “to us” disappears and is replaced by an unmediated
person-to-person communication situation. One function of this strategy
is to evoke face-to-face communication interaction and the contract that
interaction entails.

In other ads, the characterized addressee is established in a setting
suggesting that of the implied audience and within which is enacted a
drama of face-to-face communication. The characterized addressee con-
fides a problem to a friend (dull floors, constipation, bad breath, gray
clothes, or whatever), who predictably offers the solution to the problem
in the form of a particular product—frequently as a gift. The character-
ized viewer responds appropriately by thanking the friend for the gift,
acknowledging the wisdom of his or her advice and the solution to the
viewer’s problem.

The Time ad illustrates another aspect of television’s use of the charac-
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terized viewer—a blurring of the distinction between characterized ad-
dressee, implied viewer, and addresser. When the man responds to the
voice, he does so by looking directly into the camera. Thus, he looks at
“us” as if we were the source of the message. In a Hollywood film, one of
the principal ways of establishing identification between the viewer and a
character is the use of a strategy called glance/object editing. We are
shown a close-up of a character as that character looks off-screen. The
second shot, taken from that character’s point of view, shows what he or
she sees. A third shot returns us to the close-up of the character. In the
rhetorical television mode, however, glance/object editing is short-circuited
in that “we” turn out to be the object of the character’s glance. In the
curious logic of this mode, the voice of the commercial is made into our
voice, as the man establishes the connection between our gaze and “the
voice” At the same time, we are also characterized as the man who re-
sponds to that voice. He acts as we should act. The superimposition of the
telephone number at the end of the ad, however, addresses “us” rather
than “him,” because he attends to the oral recitation of the number rather
than to its appearance on the screen—and even if he did notice the printed
number, it would appear backwards to him!

The purposive collapsing of addresser, characterized addressee, and im-
plied viewer in television’s rhetorical mode creates what Robert Stam has
called, with regard to news programming, “the regime of the fictive We.”
In the middle of a soap opera, the announcer says, “We'll return to our
story in just a moment” A promotion for the local newscast says, “To-
night on Action News we'll look at the problem of teenage pregnancy.”
Other examples are obvious and legion on American commercial televi-
sion. Who is this “we”? Perhaps it merely stands for the collective “send-
ers” of the message—the news staff, the advertisers, the people who run
the broadcasting station. But the signified of television’s “we” is usually
left vague enough to cover both the addresser and the implied addressee.
Stam sees the “misrecognition of mirror-like images” in the fictive We to
have serious consequences: “Television news . . . claims to speak for us,
and often does, but just as often it deprives us of the right to speak by
deluding us into thinking that its discourse is our own?”®

The characterized addressee plays an equally important role in two other
television genres, the game show and the talk show. Whereas the commer-
cial and the news program tend to characterize their addressees individu-
ally, game and talk shows represent their addressees as a group—the
studio audience. Unlike the example of the commercials mentioned above,
in which the impersonal experience of watching television is made into an
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interpersonal one by situating the action on the viewer’s side of the televi-
sion set, in talk and game shows the characterized viewer is made a part
of the performance on the other side of the screen. The studio audience is
“there,” where it really happens, able to experience the show “in person”
in the same space and at the same time as the performance unfolds. Again
television constructs a simulation of a face-to-face performance.

Game shows and talk shows carefully regulate the responses of their
studio audiences so that this “live” audience is represented to the home
viewer as an ideal audience. With the prompting of “applause” signs in the
studio, the audience unfailingly responds at the appropriate moment: when
a new guest is introduced, when a contestant wins the big prize, when it
is time for a commercial. Game shows and talk shows also employ devices
to individualize the studio audience. In some cooking shows, for example,
a member of the studio audience is chosen to sample the meal the chef has
prepared. On both Late Night with David Letterman and The Tonight
Show, the host goes into the studio audience to talk with individual audi-
ence members. Donahue, Oprah Winfrey, The Joan Rivers Show, Ger-
aldo, and other such panel talk shows depend on members of the studio
audience to ask the show’s guests the same type of questions “we” would
ask if “we” were there.

Notice, however, that even when the characterized viewer is allowed to
speak as an individual member of the studio audience, his or her discourse
is carefully regulated and channeled. It is only the host (Oprah, Phil, or
Geraldo) who wields the microphone and determines who is allowed to
speak and for how long. The audience member speaks to and looks at
either the host or the guests on stage. Only the host looks directly into
the camera and addresses us. Sometimes the host will become a spokes-
man for both the studio audience and the presumed home viewer by re-
verting to the fictive We. (As in: “I think what we all want to know, Dr. X,
is what first prompted you to wear a chicken suit in the operating room?”)
In this way host, studio audience, and home viewer are collapsed, and the
means by which the responses of the characterized viewer are regulated is
covered over.

In talk shows, although the studio audience is addressed and individual
members are allowed to speak, the roles of host, guests, and character-
ized audience are demarcated, if on some shows purposefully blurred. The
audience stays “in its place” offstage; guests are isolated onstage in front
of the audience; the host negotiates and regulates the relationship be-
tween them and the home viewer. Except in the unlikely event that a
studio audience member is called upon to speak for a few seconds, his or
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her role is primarily that of an exemplary viewer —one who listens, looks,
and responds appropriately. In game shows, however, the characterized
viewer crosses the line that normally separates the characterized “audi-
ence” from the “show.” This transformation of audience member into per-
former is perhaps best exemplified by announcer Johnny Olson’s invita-
tion to “come on down” on The Price Is Right. We might speculate that
much of the pleasure we derive from game shows stems from the fact that
the contestants seem to be more like “us” than like “them”” As character-
ized viewers, they appear to us as “real” people acting spontaneously, not
as performers reading lines. This appearance of a shared identity with the
viewer at home is, of course, carefully managed on most game shows.
Contestants are screened and coached to make sure that they will perform
well. Even if drawn at random from the studio audience, the contestant is
no doubt aware of the role he or she is expected to play from having watched
the show before.

By splitting off one or more characterized viewers from the rest of the
studio audience, the game show sets up a circuit of viewer involvement.
When Bob Barker asks the contestant to guess how much the travel trailer
costs, we almost automatically slip into the role of confestant, guessing
along with him or her. If we guess correctly, we vicariously share in the
success. But we can also distance ourselves from the contest and take up
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the position of members of the studio audience as they encourage the
contestants and, on The Price Is Right, at least, shout out what they
believe to be the correct guess. Thus, as we watch a game show we con-
stantly shift from one viewer position to another, collapsing the distance
between contestants and ourselves as we answer along with them, falling
back into the role of studio audience as we assess the contestants’ prowess
and luck, and assuming a position superior to both when we know more
than they. The viewer-positioning strategy of the game show encourages
us to mimic the responses of the characterized viewer in the text. Indeed,
I find it difficult to watch a game show without vocally responding
—whether or not someone else is in the room with me.

In short, it is not coincidental that commercial television has developed
a sophisticated rhetorical mode of viewer engagement within which much
energy is expended to give the viewer at home an image of himself or
herself on screen and to make sure the viewer knows that he or she is the
person to whom the show (and its accompanying commercials) is offered.
By conflating addresser and addressee under the regime of the fictive We,
commercial television softens the bluntness of its rhetorical thrust. By its
positioning of “us” in “their” position, we seem to be talking ourselves into
acting. By adopting the style and mode of address of commerecials, other
genres of television programming rehearse “for fun” what the commer-
cials do in earnest. By simulating face-to-face exchanges, television at-
tempts to “de-mediate” our relationship with it and strengthen the con-
tractual obligations we feel toward it. Every commercial is an implieit
unanswered question—“Will you buy?”—that calls for an action the com-
mercial text itself cannot provide, because only real viewers can buy the
very real commodities the commercials advertise. By offering character-
ized viewers within the text, commerecials fictively answer their own ques-
tions with resounding affirmation. We should not be too surprised, then,
when talk shows, game shows, religious programs, and other forms of
commerecial television programming also “write in” their own viewers and
provide them with opportunities to respond and act in an affirming, if
carefully regulated, manner.

The ultimate expression of television’s rhetorical mode can be found on
American cable television in the form of home shopping channels. Home
Shopping Club, Cable Value Network, QVC Network, and other such op-
erations sell merchandise directly to viewers who order it over the tele-
phone. The merchandise ranges from inexpensive knick-knacks to jewelry
and electronic gear priced over $500. In the main, the “programs” on the
home shopping channels consist of a “live” host describing a particular
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product, which is shown on-screen. The price and telephone order num-
ber also appear, along with a running count of the number of units of the
item sold. Frequently the item is “available” only for the amount of time it
is featured on-sereen, and viewers are encouraged to call in their orders
immediately. From time to time, viewers who have just ordered an item
talk directly with the host “on the air.” The host congratulates the caller
for making an excellent purchase, and the caller reciprocates by extolling
the virtues of the product just ordered.

Home shopping channels must recruit not just viewers but viewers as
purchasers. There is no separation of “program” from “advertisement.’
Unlike the rest of commereial television, home shopping channels sell prod-
ucts to viewers, not viewers to advertisers. The success of these channels
need not be measured in terms of ratings but is directly related to the
number of units sold. Nevertheless, the task of the host and of the “pro-
gram” as a whole is still to persuade viewers to watch and to persuade
them to accept the role of good viewers, who not only like what they see
but buy it as well.

The Home Shopping Club uses the device of club membership to recruit
its viewers. It creates an implicit distinction between viewers (anyone who
happens to be watching) and club members, who achieve this status by
purchasing the products they see. The process by which thousands of indi-
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vidual viewers—separated from each other and from the “show” by thou-
sands of miles— purchase products by telephone is reframed as a process
of interpersonal affiliation. The products become not just objects of indi-
vidual and anonymous consumption, but objects around which a simu-
lated social organization is created; the phone call to order the product
becomes an initiation rite, the product itself a badge of membership. The
viewer whose call is put “on the air” becomes a characterized viewer who
is empowered to speak directly to the “club’s” officers and to have his or
her voice heard by the membership at large. Once again, the characteriza-
tion of the viewer and the simulation of interpersonal communication turn
out to be central to television at its most rhetorical.

The Social Contexts of Television Viewing

Despite the insights that reader-oriented criticism provides into the
process by which we engage with narratives, there is a danger in discuss-
ing the role of the television viewer in terms of the role of the literary
reader—as much of this chapter has done. The danger, rather obviously,
is that such a discussion obscures important differences between watch-
ing television and reading a book. As we have seen, the formal character-
istics of commerecial television—its oceanic flow of programming, the tex-
tual gaps created by the constant interruption of those programs,
television's multiple modes of address, and the simultaneity of performance
and response —all make the relationship of viewer to text quite different
from our experience with either cinema or literature. But we also need at
least to acknowledge differences in the actual viewing situation itself, or
what we might call the social contexts of television viewing.

Since the advent of broadeast audience research in the 1930s, the inves-
tigation has concentrated on two major areas. Broadcasters themselves
and advertisers have been interested primarily in measuring the audience
— determining how many of what kinds of viewers are watching television
at a particular moment during the broadcast day. Because the economic
relationship between broadcasters and advertisers is based on the statis-
tical probability of viewership, large-scale audience measurement is es-
sential. Ironically, the very power of commerecial advertising to affect con-
sumer purchasing decisions long ago provoked concern among academic
researchers and other groups that first radio, then television, might have
deleterious consequences for audience members. For this reason, research-
ers have attempted to discern the effects upon various audience groups of
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watching television and listening to radio. They have hypothesized, for
example, that television violence might encourage aggressive behavior
among children; that viewing stereotypical portrayals of various social
groups might reinforce viewer prejudices; that “heavy” television viewing
in general might be associated with perceptions of the world as danger-
ous. This strong line of effects research has itself prompted other scholars
to investigate television viewing not in terms of effects but in terms of the
Sfunctions that particular types of programming might serve for particu-
lar viewing groups. Watching soap operas, for example, has been explained
in terms of the viewer’s need for vicarious social interaction or problem
solving.

Neither of these major strands of audience research has adequately
addressed the basic question, How do television and television viewing fit
into the everyday lives, the “lived experience,” if you will, of viewers? Or,
put another way, how is the process of making sense of and taking plea-
sure from television affected by the particular contexts within which peo-
ple make use of television? These questions beg yet another: What does it
mean when we say that someone is “watching television”? Broadcasters
would like advertisers to think that “watching television” involves rapt
attention to the sounds and images coming from the television set, but is
this the case? An Oxford University scholar, Peter Collett, conducted an
experiment to find out. He constructed a cabinet containing both a televi-
sion set and a videotape recorder, which was connected to a video camera
positioned to capture whatever went on in front of the set when it was
turned on. Collett persuaded a number of British families to have this
device installed in their living rooms for a few weeks. When he analyzed
the resulting videotapes, he found that focused, attentive viewing was a
minority mode of engagement with the television set. Most of the time
that the set was on, his subjects were doing something else in addition to
or instead of watching television. That “something else” might be talking
with other family members, eating a meal, reading the newspaper, study-
ing, making love, or a variety of other activities. On many occasions, the
subjects were so involved in doing other things (sometimes in other rooms
of the house) that they could not be said to be “watching” television at
all.'? Collett’s experiment merely confirms our own experience that televi-
sion is merely one aspect of our complex domestic environments, which
are full of other stimuli. Indeed, it has been argued (although I would not
totally agree) that television soap operas are made primarily to be heard
rather than seen, so that viewers busy with chores around the house can
keep up with the narrative without having to visually attend to the screen.
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Recently a number of scholars have examined the role of television in
everyday life. They have attempted to describe and to begin to account for
the complex ways in which television has become a part of daily life, how
it fits into patterns of domestic relations, and how its place in the home
varies from culture to culture. It is not possible here to give this work and
the debates it has engendered the scrutiny they both deserve. However, it
does make sense to me to end a chapter on “reading” television with an
overview, at least, of some of the ways in which social context appears to
affect that reading process.

Although some scholars would argue that they do not conform to the
protocols of ethnography as practiced in sociology or anthropology, recent
studies of television and everyday life are certainly informed by what we
might call the ethnographic impulse. Ethnography, at its most basic, is
concerned with the social meanings of human action as that action occurs
in its “natural” context. It is particularly concerned with how people un-
derstand and organize the world around them and what meanings they
attach to their own behavior and that of others. Thus ethnographically
inspired TV-audience research strives for “thick” descriptions of the com-
plex ways in which people interact with television, of the relationship be-
tween television and other aspects of domestic life, and of the meanings
viewers attach not just to the “content” of television but to the very act of
viewing itself.

Even within anthropology, there is no standard ethnographic method,
but most ethnographic deseriptions are based upon prolonged, direct ob-
servation of behavior in its natural setting and upon extensive interviews.
It is frequently said that ethnographers become “participant observers”
of the situations they hope to describe. Ethnographers studying a culture
to which they are outsiders immerse themselves in the everyday life of
that culture, striving for knowledge of the commonsensical, the taken-for-
granted. If the study is successful, they will have traded their outsider’s
explicit and distanced knowledge of the alien culture for something ap-
proaching the insider’s implicit and intimate grasp of how things work and
what things mean. For scholars studying the relation of television to ev-
eryday life in their own culture, the problem is reversed: they must take a
phenomenon already so familiar that it disappears into the background of
daily life and make it “strange” so that its particularities and subtleties
are objectified and rendered visible.'' Audience researchers primarily in-
terested in measurement or effects are concerned that the cases or sam-
ples they choose to study be representative and that the results of their
studies have scientific validity (that is, that they be replicable by other
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researchers if the same methodology, sampling techniques, and so forth
are followed). They aim for knowledge that is universal and thus predic-
tive. Ethnographically oriented researchers stress the concrete and the
particular rather than the representative and the universal.

David Morley’s Family Television investigates, as its title suggests, the
relationship between television and family life. On the basis of his partici-
pant observation and interviews with eighteen South London families,
Morley describes the inextricability of television viewing from patterns of
domestic power relations within the family. Building on the findings of
other studies, Morley describes the differences in social meaning that tele-
vision takes on for different members of the family. For “fathers” in the
study, television viewing frequently was a nighttime respite and escape.
They preferred asocial, uninterrupted, intense involvement with the tele-
vision text. “Mothers,” on the other hand, whose workday extended well
into the evening hours, necessarily engaged in a more distracted mode of
television viewing. Indeed, some women reported feeling guilty about tak-
ing pleasure from the rare occasions when they were able to fully attend
to their favorite programs. For women, television was also a means of
encouraging rather than stifling family talk. Needless to say, these quite
different social meanings attached to television viewing by different mem-
bers of the family sometimes provoked conflict.

Morley also found that new elaborations of television technology quickly
become absorbed into patterns of domestic and gender relations within
the household. None of the women in Morley’s study used the remote
control device regularly, and in many cases its “place” was on the arm of
the father’s chair. Ann Gray describes a similar “gendering” of television
technology in her study of VCR use among families in northern England.
The VCR usually came into the household as “daddy’s toy.” The father
mastered its controls and made initial decisions as to its use. Some moth-
ers expressed a reluctance to learn how to operate the VCR, not because
it was too complicated but rather because they feared it would become yet
another piece of domestic technology (like the clothes washer, vacuum
cleaner, and microwave) that they would be expected to use to serve the
family’s needs.'?

As I mentioned earlier, Dorothy Hobson has pursued the relationship
between gender and television viewing— specifically the relationship of
female viewers to British soap operas. She suggests that in some cases
the viewing experience is merely the beginning of the road along which
television becomes intertwined with other aspects of everyday life. Hob-
son’s interviews with female officeworkers during their lunch hours re-
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vealed that soap operas provided a focus for socialization as these women
shared, challenged, revised, and continually reformed their understand-
ings of the show’s plots and character relationships. Her work reminds us
that the process by which people make television relevant, meaningful,
and pleasurable might be launched by their viewing of programs in the
home, but the trajectory of that process may carry it far beyond the im-
mediate viewing environment.'® Family dynamies might determine
whether or not a particular program is viewed and how that viewing oc-
curs for each family member, but these dynamics cannot fully account for
what happens when the audience for soap operas, music television, or
sporting events is reconstituted at another place and a later time.

Ethnographic studies have also examined cultural differences in televi-
sion viewing practices as well as the relationship between the age of the
viewer and the ways that viewer makes television a part of daily life.
Leonicio Barrios’s extensive observation of and interviews with thirteen
Caracas families reveals the dynamics of family interaction with Venezue-
la’s most popular form of television drama, the telenovela. The physical
circumstances of viewing these enormously popular soap operas depend
on the arrangement of the living space, the economic position of the fam-
ily, and family politics. Where space is limited, family size large, and eco-
nomic resources few, viewing is almost inevitably a family affair, as the
family “living room” may also be the dining room, kitchen, bedroom, and
pathway to other parts of the house. But when a family has the means to
purchase two sets, its members tend to disperse, even while watching the
same program. Women, in particular, seem to enjoy watching telenovelas
alone—so much so that one woman interviewed, who watched her favor-
ite soap opera at night with her children, also videotaped it so that she
could watch it again alone the following day. The women in Barrios’s study
were also eager, where possible, to prevent interruptions in their viewing
of telenovelas, and family members were urged if not coerced to observe
the tranquilos (quiet) of what one grandmother called her “sacred” time.
Echoing Hobson'’s study, Barrios found that telenovelas provided viewers
with subject matter for later discussions with friends. This was particu-
larly the case with teenagers but extended to younger children as well.
One preschooler, who was not allowed to watch telenovelas, nevertheless
knew the principal characters and plot lines from her friends’ conversa-
tions at play.'

It is also clear from ethnographic observations of children at home that
television becomes a part of our daily lives at a very early age. Dafna
Lemish found that by ten months old, some children were already fasci-
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nated by Sesame Street, and as early as sixteen months, “babies were
turning [the] television on by instruction, or at will, for the purpose of
actually viewing television” Lemish also observed children learning to
deal with the ambiguous status of television’s images and sounds. Al-
though the animals, puppets, and people toddlers get to know on televi-
sion seem to be like those the child experiences on this side of the screen,
they cannot be touched or kissed; their appearances and disappearances
cannot be controlled by the child; and once they have gone, no searching
strategy can locate them. This and other studies of children’s interaction
with television remind us that we not only must learn how to interpret
television’s representational conventions (in which dissolve might mean
elapsed time, for example), modes of address, and ways of telling stories,
we also learn how to be a television viewer and how television viewing
might fit into the patterns and rhythms of our everyday lives.®

Conclusions

This discussion of the ways we “read” television has necessarily omitted
several important sets of issues that have considerable bearing upon that
process; these issues are, however, taken up in other chapters. Under-
standing how the viewer is addressed and characterized by television de-
mands a parallel consideration of television’s narrational strategies, which
Sarah Kozloff examines in her chapter. I have glossed over the crucial fact
that we never come to a particular television program viewing experience
as a “naive” viewer. That moment of viewing is always conditioned by our
experiences with and knowledge of other television texts and is often pre-
ceded by promotions for the show, interviews with the show’s actors, ad-
vertisements in newspapers, and so on. Indeed, perhaps more than any
other form of cultural production, television presents texts that never
“stand alone”” Instead, they continuously point the viewer in the direction
of other texts. It is television’s relentless intertextuality that forms the
subject matter for Jane Feuer’s chapter. We must also recognize that we
always come to any viewing experience already positioned and defined as
social beings. Beyond a point, there is no useful category of “the reader”
or “the viewer” separate from that reader or that viewer’s conglomerate
and socially specific identity in terms of race, gender, class, ethnicity, re-
gion, and other markers of social position. Ann Kaplan, Mimi White, and
John Fiske all discuss the social constructedness of television viewing and
television viewers in their chapters.
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Despite the fact that they, like any approach to television, leave much
unaccounted for, both reader-oriented criticism and ethnographic televi-
sion studies at least raise a set of questions that traditional literary analy-
sis and traditional mass communication research leave unasked. In doing
so, they challenge us to reconsider concepts and assumptions that lie at
the heart of the critical endeavor. What is a text? How is it made meaning-
ful, relevant, and pleasurable? What is the relationship between the world
in the text and the world brought to the reading/viewing experience? How
does the text attempt to construct us as readers/viewers? If we accept
that texts don’t contain meaning but are made to mean as readers/viewers
encounter them, what are the limits of what readers/viewers can do with
texts? What, then, is the role of the critic? Given the fundamental nature
of these questions, it should come as no surprise that there is little agree-
ment about the answers.

The relationship between television and its viewers provides an excel-
lent laboratory in which to test the insights of reader-oriented literary
theorists—even if, as in the case of Wolfgang Iser, some of them might
question the applicability of literary theory to the realm of nonliterary
popular culture. Reader-oriented criticism begins by sweeping away the
myth of eternal and stable textual meaning and substitutes the notion of
readers’ “activations” of texts within historically specific conditions of re-
ception. Television provides us with texts that are infinitely less stable
and more ephemeral than any literary work. It takes a study of the onto-
logical confusion young children experience with television to remind us of
the curious way television’s images appear and disappear—here for an
hour or so and then gone, perhaps forever. Furthermore, few people in
the television industry think in terms of programming as a series of au-
tonomous and isolated texts. Because the goal of commercial television is
the stimulation of habitual viewing over long periods, programs are con-
ceived of more as waves in the schedule’s neverending flow than as books
on a shelf,

Ethnographic television studies respond to the critical problem of tele-
vision’s ubiquity and intimacy. By the seemingly simple acts of observing
how people interact with television and listening to what they tell us about
the meanings those interactions have for them, we begin to glimpse some-
thing of the complexities and subtleties of television’s roles in our lives.
The studies I have referred to in this chapter have value to me primarily
because they identify some of the parameters of our engagements with
television. That’s a nice way of saying that they point out just how little we
really know about TV viewing. But they also call to our attention the
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social nature of television viewing. The simultaneity of television broad-
casts, with millions of sets receiving the same images at the same time,
makes watching a television program a social phenomenon even if we are
“alone” while we watch. The oceanic nature of television programming, its
constant references to other texts, and the close connections between tele-
vision and other forms of textual production all combine to plug any indi-
vidual act of television viewing into a network of other viewers and other
discourses and to link us as viewers with the larger culture. And televi-
sion’s penetration into the private spaces of our lives, its unnoticed con-
nection with the rituals and routines of daily life, inevitably make televi-
sion viewing a part of our relations with the other people with whom we
share those private spaces.
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There are several good introductions to reader-oriented criticism, including
two in Methuen’s (now Routledge’s) New Accents series. Elizabeth Freund’s
The Return of the Reader: Reader-Response Criticism (London: Methuen,
1987) provides a good discussion of the background against which reception
theory emerged and has chapters devoted to major American and German
theorists. Robert C. Holub’s Reception Theory: A Critical Introduction
(London: Methuen, 1984) offers a critical overview of the work of the German
reception theorists, particularly Wolfgang Iser and Hans Robert Jauss. Two
excellent anthologies of reader-oriented literary criticism are Susan Suleiman
and Inge Crossman, eds., The Reader in the Text: Essays on Audience and
Interpretation (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1980); and Jane
P. Tompkins, ed., Reader-Response Criticism: From Formalism to Post-
Structuralism (Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1980). Both
have good introductory essays and bibliographies.

Several other works position reader-oriented criticism within a more gen-
eral context of literary theory, among them: William Ray, Literary Meaning:
From Phenomenology to Deconstruction (London: Basil Blackwell, 1984); Terry
Eagleton, Literary Theory: An Introduction (Minneapolis: University of Min-
nesota Press, 1983); and Jonathan Culler, The Pursuit of Signs: Semiotics,
Literature, and Deconstruction (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1981).

Much of the analysis of soap opera structure in this chapter is based on
work by Iser and Jauss. Iser’s approach is best laid out in The Act of Reading:
A Theory of Aesthetic Response (Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1978), but see also The Implied Reader: Patterns of Communication
in Prose Fiction from Bunyan to Beckett (Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1974). Jauss's more historical theory of reception is pro-
posed in Aesthetic Experience and Literary Hermeneutics (Minneapolis: Uni-
versity of Minnesota Press, 1982) and Toward an Aesthetic of Reception
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1982).
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For examples of reader-oriented criticism written from perspectives other
than those of Iser and Jauss, see (among many others) David Bleich, Subjec-
tive Criticism (Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978); Har-
old Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1973); Umberto Eco, The Role of the Reader (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1977); Stanley Fish, /s There a Text in This Class?
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1980); Norman Holland, 5
Readers Reading (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1975); and Ste-
ven Mailloux, Rhetorical Power (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1989).

The rise of reader-oriented criticism in literature has provoked considerable
debate—among its practitioners and between them and theorists/critics of
other stripes. Both Freund and Eagleton contribute to these debates, but the
primary arena has been journals of literary theory and criticism. Of these,
see especially Diacritics, Critical Inquiry, and New Literary History. Al-
though her approach derives more from speech act theory and performance
theory than reception studies, I found Marie Maclean’s Narrative as
Performance: The Baudelairean Experiment (London: Routledge, 1988) to
be extremely useful in dealing with the performative nature of literary narra-
tive and, by extension, the rhetorical nature of television. My own Speaking
of Soap Operas (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1985) at-
tempts to develop a “reader-oriented poetics” of the soap opera form.

Interest in the dynamics of television viewing has increased markedly since
the publication of the first edition of Channels of Discourse in 1987. Playing
key roles in arousing the interest of television critics and cultural studies schol-
ars in television viewing and audiences were the works of David Morley, Doro-
thy Hobson, and Ien Ang: see Morley’s The “Nationwide” Audience: Struc-
ture and Decoding (London: British Film Institute, 1980) and Family
Television: Cultural Power and Domestic Leisure (London: Comedia, 1986);
Hobson's “Crossroads”’: The Drama of a Soap Opera (London: Methuen, 1982);
and Ang’s Watching “Dallas”: Soap Opera and the Melodramatic Imagina-
tion, trans. Della Couling (London: Methuen, 1985), and Desperately Seeking
the Audience (London: Routledge, 1991). John Tulloch’s work links the dy-
namics of television production with those of reception. See his ‘A Country
Practice”: Quality Soap (Sidney: Currency Press, 1986), with Albert Moran,
and Television Drama: Agency, Audience, and Myth (London: Routledge,
1990). Two useful anthologies of current work on audiences are: Phillip Drum-
mond and Richard Paterson, eds. Television and Its Audience: International
Research Perspectives (London: British Film Institute, 1988); and Ellen Seiter,
Hans Borchers, Gabriele Kreutzner, and Eva-Maria Warth, eds. Remote
Control: Television, Audiences and Cultural Power (London: Routledge, 1989).
As John Fiske’s chapter will discuss, much of the impetus behind the works
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cited above comes from developments in the field of cultural studies. Graeme
Turner examines the relationship between cultural studies and television au-
dience research in British Cultural Studies: An Introduction (Boston: Unwin
Hyman, 1990).

Arising out of somewhat different theoretical concerns has been recent
work in the ethnography of television viewing. Two recent collections are:
Thomas Lindlof, ed. Natural Audiences: Qualitative Research of Media Uses
and Effects (Norwood, N.J.: Ablex, 1987); and James Lull, ed. World Fami-
lies Watch Television (Newbury Park, Calif.: Sage, 1988).
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E STUDY
f AND
E TELEVISION

jane feuer

he term genre is simply the French word for type or

kind. When it is used in literary, film, or television

studies, however, it takes on a broader set of impli-

cations. The very use of the term implies that works
of literature, films, and television programs can be categorized; they are
not unique. Thus genre theory deals with the ways in which a work may
be considered to belong to a class of related works. In many respects the
closest analogy to this process would be taxonomy in the biological sci-
ences. Taxonomy dissects the general category of “animal” into a system
based on perceived similarity and difference according to certain distine-
tive features of the various phyla and species. As one literary critic has
remarked, “biological classification is itself an explanatory system, which
has been devised primarily to make sense of an otherwise disparate group
of individuals and which is changed primarily in order to improve that
sense. While robins and poems are obviously different, the attempt to
make a reasoned sense similarly dominates their study.”! In a similar way,
literature may be divided into comedy, tragedy, and melodrama; Holly-
wood films into Westerns, musicals, and horror films; television programs
into sitcoms, crime shows, and soap operas. Genre theory has the task
both of making these divisions and of justifying the classifications once
they have been made. Taxonomy has a similar task. However, the two part
company when it comes to the question of aesthetic and cultural value.
The purpose of taxonomy is not to determine which species are the most
excellent examples of their type or to illustrate the ways in which a spe-
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cies expresses cultural values or to show how that species manipulates an
audience—to mention varying goals of genre classification. But rather
than discussing genre analysis as a whole, we should distinguish among
the uses of the term for literature, film, and television.

Traditionally, the literary concept of genre has referred to broad catego-
ries of literature (such as comedy and tragedy) that tend not to be treated
as historically or culturally specific manifestations. For example, Aris-
totle defined tragedy as an ideal type according to which any particular
tragedy must be measured. Even though he drew upon the theater of his
own society (classical Greece) for his models, Aristotle spoke of “tragedy”
as a kind of overarching structure that informs individual works. Once the
ideal structure was achieved, Aristotle implied, tragedy could then have
its ideal impact on an audience. (In a similar way, although Hollywood film
genres are constructed from actual films, the genre itself is frequently
spoken of as an ideal set of traits that inform individual films. Thus, al-
though many individual Westerns do not feature Indians, Indians remain
a crucial generic element.)

Drawing on Aristotle, the literary critic Northrop Frye attempted in
the 1950s to further develop the idea of classifying literature into types
and categories that he called genres and modes. Frye commented that
“the critical theory of genres is stuck precisely where Aristotle left it”2
Frye attempted to further differentiate among types of literature. He
classified fiction into modes according to the hero’s power of action— either
greater than ours, less than ours, or the same as ours—arriving at such
categories as myth, romance, epic and tragedy, comedy, and realistic fiction
according to the hero’s relationship to the reader. Frye points out that
over the last fifteen centuries these modes have shifted, so that, for exam-
ple, the rise of the middle class introduces the low mimetic mode in which
the hero is one of us (pp. 33-35). As for genres, Frye distinguishes among
drama, epic, and lyric on the basis of their “radical of presentation” (that
is, acted out, sung, read), viewing the distinction as a rhetorical one with
the genre being determined by the relationship between the poet and his
public (pp. 246-47).

We can see that the traditional literary view of genre would have only a
limited application to film and television. The literary categories are very
broad ones. Such literary types as drama and lyrie, tragedy, and comedy
span numerous diverse works and numerous cultures and centuries. Film
and television, however, are culturally specific and temporally limited. In-
stead of employing a broad category such as “comedy,” we need to activate
specific genres such as the “screwball comedy” (film) or the “situation
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comedy” (television), categories that may not correspond to or necessarily
be subspecies of the literary genre of comedy. As we will see, attempts to
measure the comic forms of mass media against the norms of drama are
doomed to failure. At this point in the development of film genre theory,
the concept has been applied most usefully to American film and televi-
sion. Moreover, literary genres tend to be—to employ a distinction from
Todorov—theoretical to a greater extent than do film and television genres,
which tend to be kistorical.? The former are “deduced from a preexisting
theory of literature,” whereas the latter are “derived from observation of
preexisting literary facts® That is to say, some genres are accepted by
the culture, while others are defined by critics.

Literary criticism, which has been around much longer than either film
or television criticism, has described more genres from the theoretical or
deductive perspective. Film and television criticism still tend to take their
category names from current historical usage. For example, although
Homer did not refer to his own work as an “epic” poem, both industry and
critics employ the categories of “Western” and “sitcom.” One of the goals
of film and television genre criticism is to develop more theoretical models
for these historical genres, not necessarily remaining satisfied with indus-
trial or commonsense usage. Thus, in film genre study, the theoretical
genre called film noir was constructed out of films formerly grouped under
the historical labels “detective films,” “gangster films” and “thrillers.” In-
deed, even melodramas such as Mildred Pierce were discovered to pos-
sess the stylistic traits of this newly created theoretical genre.

Television studies is too new a field to have yet greatly differentiated
between historical and theoretical genres; however, we are now attempt-
ing to redefine, if not reclassify, some of the received categories such as
soap opera. Originally a derisive term used to condemn other forms of
drama as being hopelessly melodramatic, the term soap opera has been
refined in a confrontation between such historical examples as the after-
noon serial drama, prime-time serials, and British soap operas. British
“soaps,” for example, cause us to question the equation of the term soap
opera with the mode of melodrama, because their own mode might better
be described as “social realism”; they possess none of the exaggeration
and heightened emotion and elaborate gestures of their American cou-
sins. And the middle-class, slowly unwinding, woman-centered world of
afternoon soaps bears little resemblance to the fast-paced plutocratic
worlds of Dallas and Dynasty.

Out of this confrontation emerges a new conceptualization of the genre,
in which the continuing serial format is not necessarily equated with the
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descriptive term soap opera. Thus we can retain the method of the liter-
ary definition of genres without necessarily retaining their content. The
literary concept of genre is based upon the idea, also common to biology,
that by classifying literature according to some principle of coherence, we
can arrive at a greater understanding of the structure and purpose of our
object of study. Thus the taxonomist begins with already existing exam-
ples of the type. From these, she/he builds a conceptual model of the
genre, then goes on to apply the model to other examples, constantly
moving back and forth between theory and practice until the conceptual
model appears to account for the phenomena under consideration. (Of
course, this is a lot easier when the genre is already complete and not, as
with television, in a constant state of flux and redefinition.)

As Rick Altman points out, every corpus thus conceived reflects a par-
ticular methodology. The constitution of a generic corpus is not indepen-
dent of, nor does it logically precede, the development of a methodology.?
According to another literary critic, “What makes a genre ‘good in other
words, is its power to make the literary text ‘good’ —however that ‘good’
be presently defined by our audience.”® We might substitute the word useful
for the word good here. Genres are rhetorical and pragmatic construc-
tions of an analyst, not acts of nature. The biological analogy is useful
here also. Although those animals that we label “dogs” and “cats” exist
naturally, to label them “mammals” is to construct a category that is not
natural but culturally constructed. After all, Spot and Morris have no
need to call themselves mammals—biologists do. Similarly, each genre
analyst has a reason for constructing the genre categories he or she claims
to “discover.” For example, Soap Opera Digest has always covered prime-
time soap operas, even when that means placing The Young and the Restless
and Twin Peaks in the same category. It is useful for the fan magazine to
attract both audiences to its pages. On the other hand, as Jim Collins
notes in his chapter, highbrow critics are motivated to place Twin Peaks in
a separate category because they feel called to police the boundaries be-
tween “art” and “trash,” and they want to claim that Twin Peaks is art.

The characteristics that make the popular artifacts of movies and tele-
vision “good” may not correspond to the generic “good” of literary works.
It is due to their nature as artifacts of popular culture that films and
television programs have been treated in a specific way in genre studies.
Genre study in film has had a historically and culturally specific meaning.
It has come to refer to the study of a particular kind of film—the mass-
produced “formulas” of the Hollywood studio system. This concept of for-
mula has been defined by John Cawelti:
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A formula is a conventional system for structuring cultural products.
It can be distinguished from invented structures which are new ways
of organizing works of art. Like the distinction between convention
and invention, the distinction between formula and structure can be
envisaged as a continuum between the two poles; one pole is that of a
completely conventional structure of conventions—an episode of the
Lone Ranger or one of the Tarzan books comes close to this pole; the
other end of the continuum is a completely original structure which
orders inventions — Finnegans Wake is perhaps the ultimate example.”

In this view, the concept of genre stems from a conception of film as an
industrial product. That is, the particular economic organization of the
film industry led to a kind of product standardization antithetical to the
literary concept of an authored work. Genre offers a way for the film and
TV industries to control the tension between similarity and difference
inherent in the production of any cultural product. Whereas we expect
each bar of Ivory soap to be exactly like the last one we purchased, we
expect each Hollywood film we see to be in some ways unique. But com-
pletely unique products don’t mesh with the system of production regular-
ity and division of labor upon which Hollywood is built. Thus, the classical
Hollywood narrative style and genres help to regulate the production of
difference by producing their own differences within very circumseribed
structures of similarity. In addition, as Cawelti and others have pointed
out, genres provide filmmakers with an easy-to-use creative toolbox. Just
one shot of horses on the horizon is necessary to establish that a film is a
Western. Thus, film genre study is grounded in the realities of the film
industry, even though, in theory, any genre critic is free to construct any
genre he or she wishes.

Within the institution of film criticism, however, the concept of genre
was initially employed to condemn mass-produced narratives such as Hol-
lywood studio films for their lack of originality. It was assumed that genre
films could not have any artistic merit, because they were not original
works and because they were not authored works. These standards of
evaluation are based upon a romantic theory of art that places the highest
value on the concepts of originality, personal creativity, and the idea of the
individual artist as genius. Ironically, it was through an attempt to estab-
lish a romantic, author-centered model for film that the concept of genre
began to take on a more positive meaning in film criticism. The auteur
policy attempted to reconceptualize the anonymous products of the Holly-
wood assembly line as the creations of individual artists, assumed to be
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the directors of the films. The author was constructed by attributing unity
—whether stylistic or thematic or both—to films that bore the signature
of certain directors. One would think that the auteur approach would have
further invalidated genre criticism. However, it was discovered that cer-
tain authors expressed themselves most fully within a particular genre
—John Ford in the western or Vincente Minnelli in the musical. In some
sense, then, genre provided a field in which the force of individual creativ-
ity could play itself out. Some viewed the genre as a constraint on com-
plete originality and self-expression, but others, following a more classi-
cal or mimetic theory of art, felt that these constraints were in fact
productive to the creative expression of the author. Thus genre study
evolved within film studies as a reaction against the romantic bias of auteur
criticism.

When film studies turned toward semiotics and ideological criticism,
the idea of the genre as a threshold or horizon for individual expression
gave way to an interest in the genres themselves as systems and struec-
tures. Thomas Schatz has referred to the semiotic interest in genre as
“the language analogy.” He says that genre can be studied as a formalized
sign system whose rules have been assimilated (often unconsciously)
through cultural consensus. Following Claude Lévi-Strauss, Schatz views
genres as cultural problem-solving operations. He distinguishes between
a deep structure that he calls film genre and a surface structure that he
calls the genre film. The genre film is the individual instance, the individ-
ual utterance or speech act (parole). The film genre is more like a gram-
mar (langue), that is, a system for conventional usage.

According to Schatz, the film genre represents a tacit contract between
the motion picture industry and the audience, whereas the genre film
represents an event that honors that contract. According to this linguis-
tic view, a film genre is both a static and a dynamic system. However,
unlike language, individual utterances do have the capacity to change the
rules.® Over many decades, for example, the film Western changed from a
classic pattern in which a lone hero saved civilization to a professional
pattern in which a group of comrades shared adventures outside the bound-
aries of any community. The TV sitcom in the 1970s and after also moved
away from the nuclear family as its basic setting and toward “families” of
unrelated adults that formed in the workplace. In both cases, these shifts
in the film genre correlate to changes in the culture outside. The most
difficult task of the genre critic is to adequately account for these correla-
tions. Ultimately, genre criticism is cultural criticism.

The language analogy sees an active but indirect participatory role for
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the audience in this process of genre construction. For the industrial arts,
the concept of genre can bring into play (1) the system of production, (2)
structural analysis of the text, and (3) the reception process with the
audience conceived as an interpretive community —that is, a social group-
ing whose similarities cause them to interpret texts the same way, as
opposed to completely individual interpretations. Rick Altman relates
the concept of genre to that of the interpretive community. In his view,
the genre serves to limit the free play of signification and to restrict semi-
osis. The genre, that is to say, usurps the function of an interpretive com-
munity by providing a context for interpreting the films and by naming a
specific set of intertexts according to which a new film must be read. The
genre limits the field of play of the interpretive community. Altman sees
this as an ideological project because it is an attempt to control the audi-
ence’s reaction by providing an interpretive context. Genres thus are not
neutral categories, but rather ideological constructs that provide and en-
force a pre-reading.®

In a similar way, Steve Neale sees genres as part of the dominant cine-
ma’s “mental machinery,” not just as properties possessed by texts. Neale
defines genres as “systems of orientations, expectations, and conventions
that circulate between industry, text, and subject.” Any one genre, then,
is both a “coherent and systematic body of film texts” and a coherent and
systematic set of expectations. Neale agrees with Altman that genres
limit the possibilities of meaning by both exploiting and containing the
diversity of mainstream cinema.'® Drawing upon Altman and Neale, we
can conclude that each theoretical genre is a construct of an analyst. The
methodology that the analyst brings to bear upon the texts determines
the way in which that analyst will construct the genre. Genres are made,
not born. The coherence is provided in the process of construction, and a
genre is ultimately an abstract conception rather than something that
exists empirically in the world.

Thus we can distinguish a number of different reasons why the concept
of genre has figured in both popular and critical discourses as an “instru-
ment for the regulation of difference.’! From the television industry’s
point of view, unlimited originality of programming would be a disaster,
because it could not assure the delivery of the weekly audience, as do the
episodic series and continuing serial. In this sense, television takes to an
extreme the film industry’s reliance upon formulas in order to predict
audience popularity. For the audience—as members of various interpre-
tive communities for American mass culture—genre assures the inter-
pretability of the text. Through repetition, the cultural “deep structure”
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of a film genre “seeps to the surface” The audience—without conscious
awareness —continually rehearses basic cultural contradictions that can-
not be resolved within the existing socioeconomic system outside of the
text: law and order versus the idea of individual success (the gangster
genre); nature versus culture (the Western); the work ethic versus the
pleasure principle (the musical).

The approaches to genre that we have discussed might be summarized
under three labels—the aesthetic, the ritual, and the ideological ap-
proaches. Although in practice these are not absolutely distinct, in gen-
eral we can use them to distinguish among different approaches that have
been taken toward film and television genres. The aesthetic approach in-
cludes all attempts to define genre in terms of a system of conventions
that permits artistic expression, especially involving individual author-
ship. The aesthetic approach also includes attempts to assess whether an
individual work fulfills or transcends its genre. The ritual approach sees
genre as an exchange between industry and audience, an exchange through
which a culture speaks to itself. Horace Newcomb and Paul Hirsch refer
to television as a “cultural forum” that involves the negotiation of shared
beliefs and values and helps to maintain and rejuvenate the social order as
well as assisting it in adapting to change.? Most approaches based on the
language analogy take the ritual view. The ideological approach views
genre as an instrument of control. At the industrial level, genres assure
the advertisers of an audience for their messages. At the textual level,
genres are ideological insofar as they serve to reproduce the dominant
ideology of the capitalist system. The genre positions the interpretive
community in such a way as to naturalize the dominant ideologies ex-
pressed in the text. Some ideological critics allow for constant conflict and
contradiction in the reproduction of ideology, as the ruling ideas attempt
to secure dominance. A more reader-oriented ideological model would
allow for the production of meanings by the viewer as well. Thus recent
approaches to genre have attempted to combine the insights of the ritual
approach with those of the ideological approach. According to Rick
Altman, “because the public doesn’t want to know that it’s being manipu-
lated, the successful ritual/ideological ‘fit’ is almost always one that dis-
guises Hollywood’s potential for manipulation while playing up its capac-
ity for entertainment. . . . The successful genre owes its success not alone
to its reflection of an audience ideal, nor solely to its status as apology for
the Hollywood enterprise, but to its ability to carry out both functions
simultaneously.”*?
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The Situation Comedy

As an example of the generic approach to television analysis, I have
chosen to discuss the most basic program format known to the medium
—the situation comedy. In general, television taxonomy has not yet ad-
vanced to the point where a clear distinction between historical and theo-
retical genres has emerged. Thus all TV genres in some sense remain
historical genres, those defined by a consensus between the industry, TV
Guide, and the viewing audience. The sitcom is no exception. We are all
capable of identifying its salient features: the half-hour format, the basis
in humor, the “problem of the week” that causes the hilarious situation
and that will be resolved so that a new episode may take its place the next
week.

Nevertheless, different methodologies for defining the genre have pro-
duced different notions of the sitcom as genre. I will discuss the ways in
which three critics have approached the genre in order to demonstrate
that each has constructed a different genre called the sitcom. David Grote
takes an aesthetic approach to the genre and finds that it lacks dramatic
development of any kind, serving merely to reassert the status quo. Hor-
ace Newcomb also finds the genre limited in its capacity for ambiguity,
development, and the ability to challenge our values; however, because he
takes a ritual view, he does see the genre as basic to an understanding of
the reassurance the television medium provides for its audience. David
Mare appears to believe that certain authors can make the sitcom form
into social satire; his would also represent an aesthetic approach. Finally,
my own approach will be a synthetic one, viewing the sitcom as a genre
that did develop, for historical reasons, in the direction of the continuing
serial.

The most literary—and consequently the most negative—view of the
television sitcom is taken by David Grote.'* According to Grote, television
has completely rejected the type of comic plot that has dominated the
comedic tradition from Greek and Roman times, a type that, following
Northrop Frye, he calls “new comedy.” In the tradition of new comedy, a
very basic arrangement of plot and character has predominated. In it, a
young man’s desire for a young woman meets with resistance, usually by
her father, but before the end of the play, a plot reversal enables the boy to
get the girl. This is the plot of Greek New Comedy which can be dated
back to 317 B.C., but it is also the plot of Shakespearean comedies, Holly-
wood romantic comedies, and many musical comedies. Although few would
dispute the longevity of this plot paradigm, many might question Grote’s
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next step, which is to make a sweeping historical generalization about the
social meaning of new comedy and then to use that generalization to dis-
parage the sitcom as a new form of comedy that rejects that social mean-
ing. According to Grote, the comic plot is social in nature because the
forces that keep the lovers apart always represent social authority. The
resistance of the young lovers to the parental figure thus represents a
threat to power, authority, and stability, because, according to Grote, in
this type of comedy father never knows best.

At the end of the traditional (“new”) comedy, there is a celebration
—usually the wedding of the young people, to which the father is invited
back in. The authority figure actually admits that he was wrong and the
rebellious children right. The basic comic plot uses the young couple’s
union to symbolize the promise of the future, guaranteeing the possibility
of personal change and, with it, social change. In this way Grote assumes
that the basic comedy plot has held the same meaning in different cul-
tures and throughout history, thus conceptualizing the genre as an ideal
type with a single, ahistorical, acultural meaning. His next step is even
more universalizing: he claims that the TV sitcom completely rejects both
the form and the meaning of this traditional comie plot, thus symbolizing
the “end of comedy” as a progressive social force.

Grote bases his static conception of the sitcom form on its nature as an
episodic series, that is, a program with continuing characters but with a
new plot (situation) each week. Thus, no matter what happens, the basic
situation can’'t change. From this, Grote generalizes that the sitcom re-
sists the change of the traditional comic plot and indeed resists change of
any kind:

The situation comedy as it has evolved on American television has
rejected more than the traditional comedy plot. Not only does boy
not pursue and capture girl, he does not pursue anything. The princi-
pal fundamental situation of the situation comedy is that things do
not change. No new society occurs at the end. The only end is death,
for characters as well as for the situation itself, the precise opposite
of the rebirth and new life promised in the celebrations of the tradi-
tional comedy. The series may come on every week for no more rea-
son than that it is convenient for the network and the sponsors, but
the messages that accompany those weekly appearances are the mes-
sages of defense, of protection, of the impossibility of progress or any
other positive change. . . . That such a change occurred is curious,
but that such a change occurred in the largest mass medium known to
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man, in the most progressive and changeable society in Western his-
tory, and was immensely popular, is almost incredible. Everything
the traditional comedy stood for, at every level of art, psychology,
philosophy, and myth, has been overthrown in this New Comedy of
American television.

{3

I have chosen to discuss Grote’s “construction” of the genre not because
I think it is the construction that does the most “good” for the texts, but
rather because I think it takes to an extreme a very common view that the
TV sitcom is by nature a conservative and static form. The goal of the
sitcom, according to Grote, is to reaffirm the stability of the family as an
institution. Thus Grote moves, as would any genre analyst, from an
identification of the formal features of the text (in this case the nature of
the episodic series and the fact that each episode returns to the equilib-
rium with which it began), to a generalization about the meaning of these
features (they represent a rejection of change of any kind), to a social,
cultural, political, or aesthetic interpretation of the genre (the sitcom rep-
resents the end of the progressive potential of the traditional comic plot).
If we accept Grote’s premises, his conclusions are not illogical. However,
his entire argument depends on an acceptance of his belief that after cen-
turies of progressiveness, the meaning of comedy suddenly shifted to a
regressive one for no reason other than that the television medium has
transformed history. Many would find this difficult to accept as an histori-
cal explanation.

Yet even the more complex “ritual” view constructed by Horace
Newcomb bases its model for the genre on the formal qualities of the epi-
sodic series. To Newcomb, writing in the early 1970s, the sitcom formula
provides a paradigm for what occurs in more complex program types and
provides a model of a television formula in that “its rigid structure is so
apparent””!® The situation is “the funny thing that will happen this week.”
Next week there will be a new situation entirely independent of what
happened this week. The situation develops through complication and con-
fusion usually involving human error. There is no plot development and no
exploration of ideas or conflict: “The only movement is toward the allevia-
tion of the complication and the reduction of confusion” (p. 34). Thus
Newcomb sees the sitcom as providing a simple and reassuring problem/
solution formula. As the audience we are reassured, not challenged by
choice or ambiguity; nor are we forced to reexamine our values. When the
sitcom shifts its meaning away from situations and toward persons, we
find ourselves in a slightly different formula, that of the “domestic com-
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edy,” says Newcomb. Newcomb defines the domestic comedy as one in
which the problems are mental and emotional; there is a deep sense of
personal love among members of the family and a belief in the family
—however that may be defined—as a supportive group. Although, as
with the sitcom, the outcome is never in doubt, for the domestic comedy
“it is also true that there is more room for ambiguity and complexity,
admittedly of a minimal sort. Characters do seem to change because of
what happens to them in the problem-solving process. Usually they ‘learn’
something about human nature” (p. 53). Newcomb goes on to point out
that the form of the domestic comedy may expand when problems en-
countered by the family become socially or politically significant (as in Al
in the Family or M*A*S*H.)

Newcomb thus constructs the sitcom as the most “basic” of the televi-
sion genres in the sense that it is the furthest from “real world” problems
encountered in crime shows real world forms and value conflicts encoun-
tered in soap operas. It is, in a sense, formula for formula’s sake; the very
ritualistic simplicity of the problem/solution format gives us a comforting
feeling of security as to the cultural status quo. Newcomb thus constructs
a ritual view of the genre, but a ritual view based on an essentially static
conception of the episodic series such as had informed Grote’s more uni-
versalized and literary account. Newcomb’s major interpretation is his
equation of the form with a cultural meaning of stability and reassurance.
For it is equally possible to view the static nature of the sitcom form as
having the potential to challenge our received norms and values.

This is the move that David Mare appears to make in “The Situation
Comedy of Paul Henning”'® Mare attributes the subversive potential of
such sitcoms as The Beverly Hillbillies to the presence of an author—in
this case, the producer Paul Henning— thus making his an aesthetic con-
ception of genre (that is, an author can work in a banal genre like the
sitcom and transform it into an individual statement). Nevertheless, the
argument for the subversive potential of the static sitcom form need not
depend upon the aesthetic conception but may be seen to lie in the ideol-
ogy of the genre itself, quite apart from what a particular author may
choose to do with it.

For Grote and, to a lesser extent, Newcomb, The Beverly Hillbillies
would qualify as a basic episodic sitcom that endlessly replays the same
theme—the virtue of plain values and the rejection of materialism. Mare
sees the show as a brilliant caricature of cultural values and conflicts, in
its way as much of a social critique as All in the Family. The theme of the
backwoodsman versus the city slicker is a common one in American folk-
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lore and in other television genres as well (the family dramas Little House
on the Prairie and The Waltons frequently featured this theme). In the
sitcom, however, the theme is treated comically, giving it a satiric potential.

Mare would agree with Grote and Newcomb that, on The Beverly Hill-
billies, the plots never develop very far: the Clampetts never adjust to life
in Beverly Hills; the family is never accepted by their neighbors; Elly May
never marries; Granny never gives up her mountain ways. But Marc does
not evaluate this lack of development in a negative light. Rather, he sees
the Henning sitcoms as a departure from the formula of the 1950s sitcom.
Unlike Newcomb’s domestic comedy, in Henning sitcoms the individual
crisis of a family member does not provide us with the weekly situation.
We don't identify emotionally with the Clampetts’ problems as we might
in a program with greater psychological character development, so that
instead The Beverly Hillbillies provides us with an almost pure cultural
conflict. Marc says that we are invited to test our own cultural assump-
tions because “the antagonists are cultures” and the characters “charged
cultural entities” He concludes that Paul Henning’s The Beverly Hillbil-
lies, although it is not satire per se, is nonetheless a “nihilistic caricature
of modern life”

Thus Marec differs from Grote and Newcomb not over their description
of the sitcom’s lack of plot and character development, but rather over
their interpretation of what this essentially static genre means. To Grote,
it means that the sitcom is inferior to the dominant literary form of com-
edy; to Newcomb that it aids in the restoration and maintenance of soci-
ety. To Marc it would seem to mean something entirely different: he im-
plies that Henning’s comic treatment may be more socially satiric than the
expansive form of domestic comedy that accommodates social and politi-
cal issues (the Norman Lear sitcoms of the early to mid-1970s being the
epitome of this type). In this way the static sitcom structure can explore
ideas and challenge dominant cultural values, and it is able to do so pre-
cisely because it does not allow our individualistic identification with well-
developed characters to get in the way. If we follow out the logic of this
point of view, it could lead to the conclusion that The Beverly Hillbillies
was more of a social satire than All in the Family, in which our
identification with the more well-rounded Archie Bunker was likely to
outweigh the positive liberal benefits of the show’s intended satire of his
racist beliefs.

Although all three models represent useful individual constructions of
a television genre, none seems to me to account for the role of the inter-
pretive community in the construction of a genre or the role of history in
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generic “evolution.” In fact, one of the dangers of a generic approach is a
built-in tendency to structuralize the model in such a way that it is impos-
sible to explain changes or to see a genre as a dynamic model. The basis of
much genre theory in the language analogy tends to remove it from his-
tory as well and to emphasize structure over development. When genre
theory is applied to the television medium, this danger is even greater, for
we already have cultural preconceptions as to the “sameness” of television
programming —that is, “if you’ve seen one sitcom, you've seen them all”
The impression of continuity over difference intensifies when television is
evaluated according to literary conceptions of genre, with their centuries
of evolution, or even according to the half-century span of such film genres
as the Western. I would argue, however, that the sitcom has “evolved” in
its brief lifetime, in the sense that it has gone through some structural
shifts and has modulated the episodic series in the direction of the contin-
uing serial. This is not to say that the genre has “progressed” or become
“better,” but rather that it has become different. Unlike Grote, I think the
changes need to be explained, but I also think that explaining such changes
must be part of a complex construction of the genre.

As an example of how I would construct the genre, let’s trace the devel-
opment of the situation comedy from the late 1960s to the present. In
order to do this, we have to take into account developments in the indus-
try and in social and cultural history as well as developments more or less
internal to the genre.'” These internal developments might be described
as intertextual. That is, the sitcom develops by reacting to and against
previous sitcoms. As the genre ages, it becomes richer by virtue of an
increased range of intertexts that can be cited in each new sitcom.

Popular TV critics explain the move away from the “rural” sitcoms of
the late 1960s and toward the social and political domestic comedy of the
early to mid-seventies by claiming that the audience “felt a need” for a
more sophisticated conception of the genre. Then, in the mid-seventies,
they wanted “mindless” teen-oriented sitcoms. In the 1980s, they desired
family warmth, which signifies a return to the wholesome domestic come-
dies of the 1950s. The explanation of generic evolution/programming trends
according to an assumed “need” on the part of the interpretive community
is the most common way in which industry observers and participants
construct TV genres. As an historical construct, it is worthy of analysis in
itself (why this construction and not another?); as a theoretical construct,
however, it begs the question. The concept of audience “need” is a substi-
tute for an explanation of shifts in a culture, in an industry, and in a narra-
tive form,; in itself it does not explain anything. In at least one instance
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—the emergence of the MTM and Lear sitcoms in 1971—it can be dem-
onstrated that what changed was not the demands of any empirical audi-
ence, but rather the industry’s own construction of network television’s
interpretive community. Whereas in the era of the Paul Henning “hay-
seed” sitcoms, the industry had conceptualized the audience as an aggre-
gate or mass; it was now reconceptualizing the audience as a differenti-
ated mass possessing identifiable demographic characteristies.

This also caused the industry to redefine the measure of the popularity
of a particular genre or program. “Popularity” came to mean high ratings
with the eighteen- to forty-nine-year-old urban dweller, rather than popu-
larity with the older, rural audience that had kept the Paul Henning sit-
coms on the air throughout the 1960s. Later, the industry refined its model
audience once again. During the “Fred Silverman years” of the mid- to
late 1970s, the audience for sitcoms was defined as mindless teenagers;
the result was shows like Three's Company, Happy Days, and Laverne
and Shirley. In the 1980s, the desirable audience—at least for the NBC
network—became the high-consuming “yuppie” audience, thus defining
the popularity of such shows as Cheers and Family Ties.

Of course, the audience itself no doubt changed from the late 1960s to
the mid-1980s—specifically, the baby boomers matured during this pe-
riod. And of course, cultural changes no doubt influenced the generic
shifts in the sitcom. But they did not directly cause the genre to change.
It seems clear that the industry acted as an intermediary factor in that it
was continually redefining the audience for its own ends. An interesting
question would be: What caused the industry to redefine the audience at
certain points, and to what extent did this really correspond to material
changes in the culture? To further complicate the question of causality,
the sitcom itself was responding to changes in other television genres—
specifically, to what I would label the serialization of American television
—throughout the 1970s.

Thus the sitcom, around 1970, shifted away from the “one dramatic
conflict series” model of The Beverly Hillbillies and toward an expanded
conception of the domestic comedy.'® This was not necessarily as abrupt a
shift as it now seems; earlier programs such as The Dick van Dyke Show
(1961-66) had prepared the way for a reconceptualization of the domestic
comedy in the direction of the home/office blend that would characterize
the MTM sitcoms of the 1970s. Specifically, in the early seventies the sit-
com was further developed by two independent production companies
(themselves responses to industrial changes) : MTM Enterprises, which
produced The Mary Tyler Moore Show, The Bob Newhart Show, Rhoda,
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and others; and Norman Lear’s Tandem Productions which produced All
in the Family, Maude, The Jeffersons, and others. The aesthetic view
comes into play here in the sense that these independent production com-
panies encouraged the development of the writer/producer as a crucial
creative component in the development of the new form of domestic com-
edy. (Of course, the emergence of the writer/producer was itself depen-
dent upon cultural and industrial factors.)

We might say that the MTM and Lear sitcoms transformed the situation/
domestic comedy by adapting the problems encountered by family mem-
bers either in the direction of social and political issues (Lear) or in the
direction of “lifestyle” issues (MTM). Thus the Bunker family had to deal
with problems caused by blacks moving into the neighborhood; whereas
Mary and Rhoda had to deal with problems caused by their being repre-
sentatives of a new type of woman: working, single, independent, and
confused. The basic problem/solution format of the sitcom did not change.
Instead, the nature of the problems shifted and the conception of charac-
ter held by the sitcom genre altered.

The Lear sitcoms were more influential in shifting the terrain of the
characters’ problems, whereas the MTM sitcoms were more influential in
altering the conception of character. We have already seen that the as-
sumed apolitical nature of the pre-1970s sitcom is called into question by
new constructions of the genre through readings of such programs as The
Beverly Hillbillies. Such readings assume that over the years the cultural
conflict endlessly repeated in that show must have had some impact on the
audience, however unconsciously that impact was assimilated. Neverthe-
less, the Lear sitcoms introduced an overtly political agenda into the genre.
But it was in their conception of character that the “new wave” sitcoms of
the 1970s most markedly altered the “grammar” of the formula.

The new domestic comedies introduced a limited but significant concept
of character development into the genre. Although all comic characters
are of necessity stereotyped (that is, they possess a limited number of
traits compared to actual individuals), the new sitcom characters were
less stereotyped than their predecessors, especially in the MTM “life-
style” variety. If the hillbillies never adapted to modern life, the same
could not be said for Mary, who began her show by moving from a small
town to Minneapolis in order to start a career. If previous characters in
domestic comedy learned a little from experience, Mary learned a lot.
Over the seven years the program was on the air, she became more asser-
tive, more her own person. Similarly, Rhoda went from single womanhood
to marriage to divorcée status within the span of her own series, each
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change registering on the character and deepening our sense of her life
experience. As television characters, the MTM women appeared to pos-
sess a complexity previously unknown to the genre. When both the nation
and the industry grew more conservative in the mid-1970s, the grammati-
cal innovations of the Lear programs appeared passé as political relevance
faded from the sitcom’s repertoire. But MTM’s “character comedy” sur-
vived the transition from the new wave sitcoms of the early 1970s to the
Silverman programs of the mid- to late 1970s. Then, under the impetus of
an overall serialization and “yuppification” of American television in the
1980s, the MTM sitcom emerged as the dominant form of the genre.

The idea of character development inevitably moves a genre based on
the episodic series model toward the continuing serial form. This is what
occurred, for example, when Rhoda’s wedding and subsequent divorce
gave the episodes of that sitcom a continuing plot line and character conti-
nuity. But character development is also a quality prized by the upscale
audience which tends to have a more literary standard of value. We have
already seen that the idea of character depth and development does not
necessarily make for “better” or even for more sophisticated program-
ming. To value “character comedy” over other comic techniques is to take
up an ideological position, to construct the genre in a particular way and
to value it for a kind of depth that some would construe as ideologically
conservative. According to certain Marxist analyses of art (in particular,
Bertolt Brecht’s concept of the epic theater), flat characters are more
politically progressive because they take us away from our identification
with the characters and force us to think about how the play is constructed.
According to this view, character complexity and development is merely a
representation of bourgeois values. We have already seen a version of the
Brechtian position in the argument that the concept of character in The
Beverly Hillbillies is more socially critical than the concept of character
in All in the Family or in Cheers. And, finally, character growth and
development over time, along with an awareness of its own past, has al-
ways characterized the continuing serial, which, due to the growing popu-
larity of daytime serials in the late 1970s and the emergence of the prime-
time serial with Dallas, finally emerged as a new narrative paradigm for
generic television. The evolving sitcom had helped to prepare the way for
the growth of serial drama; reciprocally, serialization gave a new grammar
to the upscale comedies of the eighties.

The original cast of Cheers was a good example of how the eighties
sitcom was designed to capture the upscale demographic audience. Sam
and Diane developed from season to season. After their torrid affair in
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the second season and their breakup in the third, an episode in the fourth
season harks back to the past. Thinking they are about to perish in an
airplane crash, Sam confesses that he should have married Diane. That
same season, they almost rekindle their lust for one another. This ongoing
romantic tension gives their relationship a sense of development and the
series a sense of history. At the same time, another “lifestyle” sitcom,
The Cosby Show, returns us to the father-knows-best world of the 1950s
domestic comedy, a world from which class and racial conflict are once
again absent. The element of struggle in the Lear sitcoms would seem to
have been put aside. Yet this absence has a different ideological motiva-
tion in the 1980s. The implication is that racial and economic equality have
already been achieved, whereas in the fifties they were not yet seen as
problems worthy of incorporation into the ideology of the domestic com-
edy. Many believe that the renewed emphasis on the stability of the family
—especially the return to the nuclear family in The Cosby Show and Fam-
ily Ties—reflected the conservative ideology of the Reagan era.

As we move further into the 1990s, it can be argued that we are seeing
a return of the Lear-type social-issue sitcom, although “domestic” and
“family of coworkers” shows remain in the majority. It is fascinating that
in the summer of 1991, after the show had been in syndication for years,
CBS showcased episodes of All in the Family during prime time. The
same types of programs that throughout the 1980s provided afternoon
babysitting are now being touted as priceless classics. Among the top-
rated sitcoms for 1990-91 were three that dealt regularly and explicitly
with social issues: Roseanne, The Simpsons, and A Different World.

Both Roseanne and The Simpsons return us to the Lear sitcom strue-
ture of the blue-collar nuclear family with loud, vulgar, and—in the case
of Homer Simpson—bigoted parental figures. True to the Brechtian tra-
dition, the stars of these shows are flat cartoon figures, in the case of the
Simpsons quite literally. Roseanne Barr has been criticized for not know-
ing how to act, but that kind of criticism is probably more applicable in an
MTM type of sitcom that emphasizes fully developed characters. Roseanne
deals more with the social and familial problems of a “realistic” family
whose struggles are primarily, if not totally, economic in nature. Although
it does not contain the overt social conflict of the Lear shows, its humor
tends more in that direction. The Simpsons, although subtle and complex
in the situations it presents, also stresses class conflict and familial dis-
content. To judge from these examples, the development of the sitcom
would seem to be cyclical rather than linear, dependent on cultural and
industrial changes.
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In the realm of the work-family sitcom, Murphy Brown reconstructs
The Mary Tyler Moore Show for the 1990s. Indeed, when CBS did a Mary
Tyler Moore Show twentieth-anniversary retrospective in February 1991,
they scheduled it to immediately follow Murphy Brown, billing the eve-
ning as “Murphy and Mary.” The newer show features the same newsroom
setting, the same family of coworkers concept, the same home/office alter-
nation, and the same sophisticated humor. Only the character of Murphy
differs significantly from the older model; she is a loudmouthed (but gor-
geous), successful, single career woman in her forties, who would have
been starting her career about the same time that Mary Richards (then
30) joined the WJM news team in 1971. Mary represented the traditional
woman caught in a network of social change; Murphy represents the fru-
ition of the middle-class women's movement: tough, successful, and alone
as she approaches middle age. In spite of its brilliance, Murphy Brown is
arguably a program based almost entirely on intertextuality, much more
so than other shows that have tapped into the formula of the original Mary
Tyler Moore show. Kate and Allie, for example, accessed the comradery
between Mary and Rhoda but did not provide the family of coworkers.
Designing Women cites both the coworker and female bonding aspects but
does not satirize TV news operations. “Murphy and Mary” is no casual or
artificial linkage. The two shows really represent a continuation of the
same cultural theme—the earlier show riding the crest of the feminist
movement, the later one detailing its ebbing in the “postfeminist” era.

The arguments just made might lead a genre analyst to conclude that
the sitcom does not fit theories of generic evolution developed for Holly-
wood film genres. According to the most teleological version of the theory
of generic evolution, a genre begins with a naive version of its particular
cultural mythology, then develops toward an increasingly self-conscious
awareness of its own myths and conventions. It is implied that the genre .
is also progressing toward a higher version of its type. Although it is
possible to construct the TV sitcom according to this evolutionary model,
one could equally argue that the sitcom has gone through repeated cycles
of regression to earlier incarnations, as exemplified by the cycle of mind-
less teen comedies of the 1970s and by the return to the traditional domes-
tic comedy in the mid-1980s. Another theory of film genre development
argues that after a period of experimentation, a film genre settles on a
classical “syntax” that later dissolves back into a random collection of
traits, now used to deconstruct the genre.'®

This theory does not attempt to judge the value of any stage of generic
development, nor does it see a genre as necessarily progressing toward a
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more perfect form. Yet it is difficult to see how this theory would apply to
the TV sitcom, either. There have been sitcoms that reflect back upon
earlier ones (elsewhere I have argued that Buffalo Bill represented an
inversion of the idea of the family of coworkers epitomized by The Mary
Tyler Moore Show).?® Yet even when it is possible to identify a period
during which a stable “syntax” prevailed in the genre—such as the MTM/
Lear dominance of the 1970s—it is not as easy to point to a movement
toward ever greater self-reflexivity in a genre like the sitcom. Rather, it
would seem that the genre has gone through a series of transformations,
some of which returned it to earlier versions of its own paradigm. Indeed
when U.S. network television took on a greater self-reflexivity in the late
1970s with programs like Saturday Night Live and SCTV Comedy Net-
work, self-consciousness tended to emerge across genres rather than within
them. Perhaps the most self-reflexive program of the 1980s, Moonlight-
ing, was a generic hybrid, invoking old detective movies as well as roman-
tic comedy.

The problems involved in applying the theory of film genre evolution to
television should remind us that genre theory as a whole might work bet-
ter for film than for TV. Film genres really were mechanisms for the regu-
lation of difference. The genre organized large numbers of individual works
into a coherent system that could be recognized by the interpretive com-
munity. Television has always employed standard program types, but ar-
guably this has not been the main prineiple of coherence for the medium.
Television programs do not operate as discrete texts to the same extent as
movies; the property of “flow” blends one program unit into another and
programs are regularly “interrupted” by ads and promos. Critics have
argued that perhaps the unit of coherence for television is found at a level
larger than the program and different from the genre—for example, an
evening’s viewing on a particular network or all the possible combinations
of programs a viewer could sample during one evening.

In addition, developments in technology and consequent changes in view-
ing habits during the 1980s arguably work against genre as the main or-
ganizing principle for viewing. With the advent of remote control and
multiple-channel cable systems comes the tendency to “zap” from one chan-
nel to another. According to a TV Guide survey, “There’s no question that
the remote control switch revolutionized the way we watched TV in the
'80s.” The survey found that 75 percent of viewers had remote control, and
of those, 30 percent said they try to watch two or more shows at once
—either occasionally or most of the time. Thirty-seven percent said they
liked to flip around the dial rather than tune in for a specific program.2!
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These new viewing practices could mean the end of genre in the sense this
chapter has described it. Yet it could also mean that a rapid flow from one
genre to another will come to represent the typical viewing experience.
Our ability to distinguish genres would have to become even more intu-
itive and rapidly accessed, even more operative at a subconscious level.

Theories of the evolution of film genres have argued that genres such as
the Western and the musical develop by recombining and commenting on
earlier instances of their own genre. Of course, it was not uncommon
during the Hollywood studio era (and it is even more common in contem-
porary Hollywood films that no longer exhibit the distinet genre bound-
aries of yore) for new genres to develop out of the recombination of previ-
ous genres. After all, one of the best-known musicals ever —Oklahoma!
—is really a musical Western. But it is arguable that Hollywood genres
had a greater tendency to draw upon their own predecessors, thus keep-
ing generic boundaries relatively distinct and enabling them to serve an
ideological function for the interpretive community as they recombined in
ever more complex ways. Television genres, on the other hand, appear to
have a greater tendency to recombine across genre lines. For instance,
Hill Street Blues might be described as a crime show-soap opera—docu-
mentary that resembles its progeny —the medical show St. Elsewhere and
the legal comic drama L.A. Law—far more than it does any previous
crime shows or soap operas. None of these programs is generically pure.
And there exists an entire TV “genre”—the late-night comedy show
—whose raison d’étre appears to be to comment on the whole range of
television genres. This greater horizontal recombination also points up
the limitations inherent in the typically vertical consideration of the de-
velopment of film genres. The genre approach has its limits in the process
of constructing an understanding of the medium. Yet, as this chapter has
tried to demonstrate, it also has its virtues.
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FOR FURTHER READING

This chapter has emphasized traditional literary conceptualizations of genre.
For a contemporary theoretical view of literary genres (at an advanced level),
see Adena Rosmarin, The Power of Genre (Minneapolis: University of Minne-
sota Press, 1985).

A readable work on film genre theory that also contains detailed critical
and historical analyses of particular genres is Thomas Schatz, Hollywood
Genres: Formula, Filmmaking, and the Studio System (New York: Random
House, 1981). The most complete treatise to date on film genre theory is Rick
Altman, The American Film Musical (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1987), which also contains a complete examination of the musical genre. Less
readable, but more in the tradition of continental theory, is Steve Neale, Genre
(London: British Film Institute, 1980). Neale’s work is updated in “Questions
of Genre,” Screen 31, no. 1 (1990): 45-66. An excellent anthology on film
genres is Barry Grant, ed., Film Genre Reader (Austin: University of Texas
Press, 1986).

A highly accessible study of the basic TV genres up to the early 1970s is
Horace Newcomb’s TV: The Most Popular Art (New York: Anchor Books,
1974). A number of books and articles deal with television genres, although
not necessarily from a “genre studies” perspective. One article that does deal
specifically with the concept, employing Neale’s theory of genre, is Paul
Attallah, “The Unworthy Discourse: Situation Comedy in Television,’ in In-
terpreting Television: Current Research Perspectives, ed. Willard D. Row-
land, Jr., and Bruce Watkins (Beverly Hills, Calif.: Sage, 1984), pp. 222-49.

For discussions of the limitations of the genre approach, see Robert C.
Allen, “Bursting Bubbles: ‘Soap Opera, Audiences, and the Limits of Genre,’
in Remote Control: Television, Audiences and Cultural Power, ed. Ellen Seiter,
Hans Borchers, Gabriele Kreutzner, and Eva-Maria Warth (London: Rout-
ledge, 1989), pp. 44-55; and Ralph Cohen, “Do Postmodern Genres Exist?,’
in Postmodern Genres, ed. Marjorie Perloff (Norman: University of Okla-
homa Press, 1989), pp. 15-32.

A theory of the evolution of film genres is offered in Jane Feuer, The Holly-
wood Musical, 2d ed. (London: British Film Institute/Macmillan Press, 1992),
in which I also discuss the idea of a postmodern genre.
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5 * IDEOLOGICAL
- ANALYSIS
* AND

TELEVISION

mimi white

The Context of Ideological Criticism
“fll 'm not a doctor. But I play one on TV.” Thus we are
addressed by a male performer on television, in an ad-
vertisement for Vicks cough and cold medications. Dif-
ferent versions of the ad subsequently appear, modify-
ing the introductory claims of different spokesmen for the product. Within
the flow of television, the advertisement activates a range of assumptions,
obvious but usually unspoken, about the medium in general and the nor-
mative expectations that inform its functioning. This is at least the case
within the context of American commercial broadcasting and perhaps
more broadly informs all television viewing in which promotion, even self-
promotion, is an issue. Among these assumptions are the following:

1. In the context of American television, advertising is normal. It is
recognized by viewers as the source of station/network income and ex-
pected within the course of programming, an integral part of tele-
vision flow. The regular presence of commercials is a given, regulating
the rhythm and patterning of programs and viewing. In the process,
viewers are addressed as potential consumers, whether or not they ac-
tually sit there watching the ads that play on their televisions.

2. The commerecial is for a particular brand of cough medicine, one
among many other brands that are also promoted on television. They
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all claim to offer the best remedy for a particular common ailment.
They vary not in what they do—reduce cough and flu symptoms—but
in how they structure their appeal to potential consumers. The ad
maintains a careful balance between similarity and difference: this
product is one version of a range of similar products, differentiated by
brand name and by the tactics of a particular campaign.

3. The product is itself divided within the ad. There are different
versions of the Vicks formula, each serving as a remedy for a specific
combination of flu symptoms. This internal division, wherein an array
of products shares a brand and product name, provides an image of
bountiful inclusivity. For coughs and flu, one need not look beyond this
particular brand name product. However, this division is not exclusive
to this product. Other manufacturers of comparable patent medicines
offer a similar choice of three or four versions of medicine, each a dif-
ferent color and each designed to alleviate a specific combination of
symptoms. The balance of similarity and difference within and among
specific brands provides an image of plenitude and free market choice
that is extended with the ads for each brand name.

4. The persona of the spokesman is established as authoritative through
a structure of discourse—direct address, firm assertion—and his avowal
of his status as an actor on television. “I’m not a doctor, but I play one on
TV? He is not “really” a medical authority but establishes credibility by
acknowledging this from the outset. At the same time, he invokes medi-
cal authority in relation to his fictional role elsewhere on television. The
appeal of the ad is initiated in the unstable mirroring of references be-
tween the commercial text and the discourses beyond it (extratextual)
and between the commercial text and other discourses of television
(intertextual): 'm not really a doctor, but I really am an actor; and as an
actor in another television text, I really play a doctor. The impact of the
commercial as a persuasive consumer message, urging viewers to go out
and buy this particular product, is in part anchored in an understanding of
the ad as a moment of and within television. It relies as much on reference
to other texts within the medium —other ads and other fictional roles—as
it does to the world beyond the television screen. This simultaneous
referentiality is integral to the comprehensibility of the ad.

As part of this process, the viewer is assumed to be generally familiar
with television’s modes and genres. Ideally, the viewer will recognize the
actor and be able to identify the specific role he plays elsewhere on televi-
sion. Yet in the absence of this specific knowledge, it is enough to know
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that there are many places within television where someone could play a
doctor and to recognize this particular spokesman as a likely “doctor type””
This premise in turn assumes that viewers are also familiar with the prac-
tice of using actors in commercials as a basis of celebrity association and
appeal. Within this context of intertextual relations, as one moment in
television refers to others, the commerecial itself may also assume a cer-
tain kind of currency and itself become a reference point. This is in fact
the case with this particular ad, because the line, “I'm not a doctor . . . ”
came to be widely recognized and circulated in other contexts, usually
parodic. For example, even five years after the commercial was regularly
aired on television, references to that ad campaign were still heard. In a
1991 episode of the situation comedy Seinfeld, the main character (played
by comedian Jerry Seinfeld) commented in voice-over on another charac-
ter, a holistic healer: “He’s not a doctor, but he plays one on TV”

I have detailed the assumptions and implications of a single advertise-
ment to initiate a consideration of the ideological functioning of television.
Ideological criticism has its origins in Marxist theories of culture. It is
concerned with the ways in which cultural practices and artifacts—in the
present case, television— produce particular knowledges and positions for
their users—in the present case, television audiences. These knowledges
and positions link viewers with and allow reception of the economic and
class interests of the television industry, which is itself part of a broader
culture industry (including, for example, book and magazine publishing,
radio, the music industry, and the film industry). Ideological analysis is
based on the assumption that cultural artifacts—literature, film, televi-
sion, and so forth—are produced in specific historical contexts, by and for
specific social groups. It aims to understand culture as a form of social
expression. Because they are created in socially and historically specific
contexts, cultural artifacts are seen as expressing and promoting values,
beliefs, and ideas in relation to the contexts in which they are produced,
distributed, and received. Ideological analysis aims to understand how a
cultural text specifically embodies and enacts particular ranges of values,
beliefs, and ideas.

Marxist theory conceives of society as a complex interrelationship among
different practices and institutions. Within society the ways in which mean-
ings (values, beliefs, and ideas) are expressed th