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PREFACE

The essays in this collection were selected because they view
television in broad rather than narrow perspectives. Newspaper
columns have not been included. This is not to say that newspaper
criticism is excluded by definition from a breadth of vision, but
simply that the pieces included here all develop their point of view
in the single essay rather than over a period of time, as is the case
with the columnist.

The essays in the first section all deal with specific program
types. They serve as excellent models for practical television
criticism because they show us that there is a great deal of
difference between watching television and “seeing” it. They are,
of course, involved with critical interpretation and assertion.
Other analyses of the same programs may be offered by other
critics, and the audience, as critic, must learn to make its own
decisions. These essays will help in that learning process.

The second section is comprised of essays that attempt to go
beyond the specific meanings of specific programs or program
types. They suggest that television has meaning in the culture
because it is not an isolated, unique entity. These writers want to
know what television means, for its producers, its audiences, its
culture.

The essays in the final section are concerned with what
television is. They seek to define television in terms of itself, to
determine how it is like and how it is different from other media.

All the essays are seeking connections, trying to place television
in its own proper, enlarged critical climate. Consequently, many
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PREFACE

of them use similar examples, ask similar questions, and rest on
shared assumptions. Some of the connections are obvious. Others
will occur to the reader using the book. In this way the reader too
becomes a critic and the printed comments may serve to stimulate
a new beginning, a new and richer viewpoint regarding television.

I would like to express my thanks to John Wright of Oxford
University Press for his initial interest and continued support for
this book. His suggestions have strengthened it throughout. A
special note of thanks must go to all my friends and colleagues
who have made suggestions about the book and who, in some
cases, have offered their own fine work for inclusion. Thanks, too,
goes to my family for the supportive world in which I work.

HN.

Baltimore
November 1975
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HORACE NEWCOMB

INTRODUCTION
TELEVISION AND THE
CLIMATE OF CRITICISM

Writing in 1962, Moses Hadas suggested that television, already
considered a nearly worthless pastime, be taken far more seriously
by thinking persons.

Because he is not directly determining profit and loss, because he
is contemplating a range of subject matter almost unlimited in
scope and has regard to an audience almost as large and varied, the
critic of television is in effect dealing with universals and hence he
must cultivate the philosophical approach. To have validity, univer-
sals must, of course, be solidly grounded in particulars, and our
critic must obviously be expert in various relevant techniques; but
these are ancillary to his larger aims. The larger aims are, in a word,
educational. And education in its fullest sense, not schooling alone,
is the single most important enterprise of civilized society.

A truer analogy than drama, therefore, is literature, which has
traditionally held the general educational mandate television has
now come to share. In literature, too, the scope is vast, the audience
coextensive with literacy, and the benefits need not involve cash
expenditure. In literature, as we have observed, there is a tangible
critical climate, guided and made articulate by professional critics,
perhaps, but shaped by all who take books seriously and write and
talk about them. The critical climate, in turn, determines what
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INTRODUCTION

books are made available; no writer who wishes to be heard and no
sane publisher will fly in the face of it. A similar critical climate
must be created for television; all who take education seriously in
its larger sense—and not the professed critics alone—should talk
and write about television as they do about books.!

I take Hada’s phrase, “education in its larger sense,” to mean
something like “culture” in its most pervasive and all-inclusive
form. What he is suggesting has little to do with the idea of formal
instruction, or as he says, with “schooling.” It has much to do with
the ways in which members of a society are shaped, changed,
directed, and influenced by their most pervasive forms of commu-
nication. It has to do with the ways in which the lives of people are
reflected by the content of those communications forms. We are
“educated,” our culture is reflected by the stories that are told to
us in literature or by way of television, by commentary on daily
occurrences (the “news”), by the thorough explorations of impor-
tant or unique events (documentary), by the personalities and
stars who entertain us. This is the sort of education that goes on
each day, unconsciously and largely without evaluation on the
part of the audience. It is part of the texture of our lives.

This broad educational or cultural function of television has
not, of course, been overlooked or denied. From the earliest
development of the medium it has been of great concern to those
who deal with television on a daily basis: newspaper critics of
television, researchers, professional educators, and parents. Tele-
vision producers and network officials have recognized the enor-
mous power of their “business” and have issued statements
denying the negative influence of TV almost at the same time as
they have praised its positive effects. Governmental agencies such
as the Federal Communications Commission, and professional
organizations such as the National Association of Broadcasters
have written professional regulations and codes designed to clarify
the function of television and to protect the viewing public from
possible harm. The most careful defenders of television, therefore,
have often based their concerns in fears of television’s educational
function, an attitude which is, to some degree, well founded. If it

1 Moses Hadas, “Climates of Criticism,” in The Eighth Art, ed. by Robert Lewis
Shayon (New York, 1962), p. 19.
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INTRODUCTION

is not always easy to accept the judgments of elitist critics who
fear for the degradation of mass “taste”’; it is quite simple to
accept the concern of writers who remind their audiences that
television is a complex financial system in which the viewers are
consistently manipulated for profit. The realization that television
demands no essential literacy forces us to see that among its
available victims are children, an issue that forms the basis for
extensive research into the effects of violence and aggression as
seen on television. A similar concern for TV’s political and
economic power warns minority or special interest groups that
their integrity must be protected and that other audiences must be
forewarned about false stereotypes and negative portrayals.

Unfortunately, our fears about television, no matter how
healthy or well founded, have restricted the development of a
critical climate for television as called for by Hadas. Most serious
television commentary, for example, has been directed toward the
audience rather than to the content of the medium. The primary
concerns have been with audience response as influenced by
television. While this results in an extensive body of research
literature, there are very few careful descriptions of television
programs. Similarly, while we have several political and economic
histories of broadcasting, there are no histories of television
programming. Without such descriptions and histories, there is no
sense of development in television and little awareness of dif-
ferences in program type, in writing, in production. On the one
hand, television is seen as new and unique, its behavioral
influences unrelated to those of other communications media. On
the other, it is denied qualities and properties of its own and is
only judged comparatively. Usually the comparisons are invidious
ones in which television is condemned for what it is not rather
than for what it is or even for what it might become. Excellence in
television is taken to be the exception with continual surprise, as if
this were not also the case in literature and film. Television, then,
has no heritage of its own, no place in the culture except as an
intruder. And while it should be clear that more comprehensive
critical approaches would not see television exclusively in virtuous
terms, it should also be clear that an assumed negativism can
effectively prevent thorough analysis.

Such analysis and its contribution to the creation of a true
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INTRODUCTION

“critical climate,” have been further restricted by the most
prevalent forms of television commentary, journalism and re-
search. Journalism, by its very daily nature, responds to the
brutally immediate aspects of television, as Lawrence Laurent
makes clear in his essay, “Wanted: The Complete Television
Critic.”

This complete television critic begins with a respect and a love
for the excitement and the impact of the combination of sight and
sound—pictures which can be viewed and words which can be
heard, by millions of people at one time. This complete critic must
be something of an electronics engineer, an expert on our govern-
mental processes, and an esthetician. He must have a grasp of
advertising and marketing principles. He should be able to evaluate
all of the art forms; to comprehend each of the messages conveyed,
on every subject under the sun, through television. And there’s
more.

He must be absolutely incorruptible, a firmly anchored man of
objectivity in a stormy world of special interests and pressure
groups. At the same time, he should stand above the boiling
turmoil while he plunges into every controversy as a social critic
and guardian of standards. While being both aloof and involved, he
must battle for the right, as his judgment and instincts guide him
toward that right.?

Laurent notes, of course, that the total fulfiliment of all these tasks
is beyond the human capacity of a single individual. But it is in the
very attempts to complete the tasks that the real failures of
journalistic writing about television occur. The journalist feels and
accepts the responsibilities that Laurent outlines, feels the respon-
sibility to form judgments that will guide the audience to some
understanding of the issues. The journalist must “keep up” with
the latest problem, whether that means reviewing an important
show, responding to the latest research report, or writing about
the most current political or financial restrictions. His subject
matter is, in this way, determined by what is most important in a
journalistic sense, by what should go into a daily newspaper
designed for a single, quick reading. The journalist, then, is open

*In The Eighth Art, p. 156.
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INTRODUCTION

to manipulation by the medium about which he writes. The
networks see that the “best” shows occupy directly competing
time ‘slots. They bring out special shows during essential “rating
periods.” Weeks of “good” or “important” shows are run to-
gether, leaving the critic at the mercy of consistently mediocre
programming at other, leaner, times.

Frequently, the critic learns that he must develop some formula
that will allow him to have something to say day after day. Some
resort to scorn, pouring out column after column of satire.
Television becomes a whipping boy, always available and ulti-
mately impervious to the blows delivered by the critic. Others
resort to the easiest and handiest resource, passing along to their
readers condensed versions of the massive public relations packets
that arrive with each day’s mail. When the critic chooses to
combine scorn with ready made publicity there results the gossip
column, devoted more to amusement than to commentary on
television.

There are, on the other hand, truly responsible critics who
pursue courses designed to provide significant commentary on the
medium. Superior journalists—Laurent, Jack Gould, John Crosby,
Robert Lewis Shayon, John O’Connor, and others like them—
shape television with views as responsible as Laurent would have
them be. These critics often see their role as one that allows the
audience to have its own views corroborated or challenged, and
realize that such a process can aid both critic and audience in
seeing television more clearly. Still, in most cases, there is time
and space for the expression of only immediate response, and no
matter how informed or responsible, such immediacy does not
tend toward the development of a clear overview of television’s
complex role in culture and society. Over a period of months or
years the faithful reader may see the growth of a set of critical
principles for judgment and analysis, but he will see them only if
the critic has been able by withstanding the pressures of his
position to state them clearly. And because of the multiplicity of
the journalist's concerns the reader must pick through comments
on politics, economics, technology, aesthetics, and personality
before he can discover consistency or its absence. Even when the
journalist produces a book-length examination of television such
as Martin Mayer’s About Television, the essential concern is with
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INTRODUCTION

bringing every aspect of television into the critic’s purview.
Instead of brief columns devoted to a range of immediate concerns
we have lengthy chapters devoted to them. Ultimately, the
journalist gives us small bits and pieces of ideas about a great
many aspects of television. The business of the journalist is
information, and we are informed with fragments.

The researcher too is concerned with fragments. He is con-
cerned with individual programs or with parts of them, with
particular portions of the audience under special circumstances.
His primary questions have to do with the ways in which
television affects the behavior of the audience. Most often his
questions focus on the ways in which television causes certain
types of behavior rather than with the broad and general sort of
effect. Here, for example, is a statement describing in simple terms
one method used by the researcher in establishing such links."

The experimental method involves the manipulation of some
experience (called the independent variable) and then the measure-
ment of some aspect of behavior (the dependent variable). The major
purpose is to determine if the changes in the independent variable
produces changes in the dependent variable; that is, to determine
whether there is a causal relationship between the two. An
additional goal is to insure that only the independent variable could
have caused the difference—to eliminate alternative interpretations
of the results.?

This use of experimental techniques to establish causal links
between television and audience behavior is only one of many
sophisticated research techniques. To supplement this essentially
laboratory procedure the researcher also uses field studies in more
natural settings. In order to be as accurate as possible he will also
modify and correct his findings with elaborate statistical tech-
niques. Nevertheless, if the fault of journalism is that it gives us
no systematic overview, the fault with research is that we see such
overviews built on statistical inference. Critics of such methods
are quick to point out that such inferential system building tells us
little about individual behavior, about single lives. Because the

3 Robert M. Liebert, John M. Neale, and Emily S. Davidson, The Early Window:
Effects of Television on Children and Youth (New York, 1973), p. 38.
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INTRODUCTION

researcher, so far, has most often been concerned with the
possibility of harmful influences on behavior he is able to reply
that even a minimal significance, if carefully established, is
sufficient to call for reform, regulation, or continued monitoring.

Both the researcher and the journalist act most often out of a
deep concern for the meaning of television. Each in his own way
tells as much as possible about the medium. But because their
concerns are reportorial and fragmented on one hand and
narrowly defined on the other, neither can be properly termed
criticism in Hadas’s sense. A far better example of that sort of
criticism is offered by Robert Warshow in his comments on how
the critic should examine another form of popular art, the movies.
Dissatisfied with both sociological and “art” criticism of the
movies, Warshow suggested that there is a more accurate way to
establish the critical relationship.

This is the actual, immediate experience of seeing and responding
to the movies as most of us see them and respond to them. A critic
may extend his frame of reference as far as it will bear extension,
but it seems to me almost self-evident that he should start with the
simple acknowledgment of his own relation to the object he
criticizes; at the center of all truly successful criticism there is
always a man reading a book, a man looking at a picture, a man
watching a movie. Critics of the films, caught in the conflict
between “high culture” and “popular culture,” have too often
sought to evade this confrontation.*

Or, putting the same view even more succinctly, he says, ”A man
watches a movie, and the critic must acknowledge that he is that
man.” $

With this sort of statement we are approaching Hadas’s
admonition that all who take education seriously in its larger
sense should think and write about television as they do about
books. But there is one more step that must be taken before that is
fully the case. We must acknowledge that Warshow’s “man
watching the movie,” is in some sense a special sort of man. That
is, he is the man aware of what he is doing, aware of the

4 Robert Warshow, The Immediate Experience (Garden City, N.Y., 1964), P- XXV.
8 Ibid., p. xxvii.

xix
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relationship between himself and the movie, aware of the
relationship between the movie and the cultural traditions that
contribute to its production. Finally, he is aware of his own
relationship with that same culture. Again, Warshow points the
way for this sort of criticism.

I have felt my work to be most successful when it has seemed to
display the movies as an important element in my own cultural life,
an element with its own qualities and interesting in its own terms,
and neither esoteric nor alien. The movies are part of my culture,
and it seems to me that their special power has something to do
with their being a kind of “pure” culture, a little like fishing or
drinking or playing baseball—a cultural fact, that is, which has not
yet fallen altogether under the discipline of art. I have not brought
Henry James to the movies or the movies to Henry James, but I
hope I have shown that the man who goes to the movies is the same
as the man who reads Henry James.

The “man at the movies” then is a self-conscious man. He is a
self-conscious critic. He is aware of the movies as he is aware of
Henry James, and if he wishes to make distinctions between the
two he must make them critically, on the basis of judgment and
definition and not on the basis of snobbery and condescension.

The first task of this collection of essays, then, is to bring
together some of the best writing about television. This writing
goes beyond journalism and research. At times it goes beyond it
by simple extension; the essays here are longer, more thorough,
more reflective, even when they are written about topics that
would interest the journalist in a brief comment. Most often,
however, they go beyond the other forms of television commen-
tary in that they seek to establish more carefully the cultural
context of television. Some of that context forms the background
from which television develops, other parts of it are caused by
television. The essays prove that such thorough television criti-
cism can and does exist, that the medium itself does not dictate
the more superficial or the more narrowly defined comment. They
also make painfully clear the fact that such excellent criticism has
not been the dominant mode of discourse regarding television.

¢ Ibid.
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Their scarcity indicates that Hadas’s critical climate has not yet
developed, but rather, that those who take education in its larger
sense most seriously have too often been those who have left
television out of their thought, even as it changed the world in
which they lived.

There is another purpose of this collection. It is based in the
assumption that people other than self-styled, self-conscious
critics are seriously involved with “education in its larger sense.”
In our culture, even those who do not like books take them
seriously. They may even take their dislike seriously. But at the
very least they are introduced formally to books, they are
required, at some stage of their lives, to think about them, to look
at them. And they are required to look at them in particular ways.
Books are considered the repository of cultural heritage and the
agents by which that heritage is not only reserved and transmit-
ted, but examined and amplified as well. Because television has
not been given attention by those whose professed purpose is the
serious concern for education in its full sense, it has developed no
respected place in the culture. The end result of this chain of
consequences is that the mass audience, sensing this general lack
of concern, this pervasive attitude of fear and negativism, has little
of the respect for television that it has for books, and is left
without general critical guidance. Because it is uncritical the mass
audience is left at the mercy of those willing to manipulate it. The
old network excuse, “We give the audience what it wants,” must
finally be laid at the feet of those who would be first to state
publicly their concern for education in its larger sense. Their lack
of concern for this medium that has assumed “the general
educational mandate” indicates ultimately a lack of concern for
the audience rather than for the medium itself. They do not care
for the people who watch television.

A true climate of criticism, then, will involve not only those who
consider themselves to be professional critics, researchers, jour-
nalists. It will also involve most of the population, for most people
do care in their own way about the general education of the
culture. Such caring is at the heart of the critical enterprise and as
Robert Lewis Shayon suggests, that enterprise is at the heart of
what it means to be human. “The critical spirit is the supreme
manifestation of human intelligence which sets man off from the
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animals. It is the world’s best hope.” His purpose in writing
criticism, then, and the purpose of this collection, is “the making
of critics.”

. not only professional critics of the arts, of society, of the
various departments of human affairs, but also and especially
“people critics,” alert, perspicacious individuals who know how to
confront the assorted phenomena of their own lives, their own
worlds, and their own relationships, how to analyze them, to
manage them dialectically, and to discover in the dialectic creative
new possibilities for human dignity and mutuality.”

Surely it is not too much to ask that we turn this sort of critical
intelligence toward television. Nor is it too much to ask that the
climate of criticism so created by thoughtful writers be frankly
and openly educational. Until the audience understands what it
sees in larger contexts, until it develops its own critical facilities
we will live in a world dominated by one-eyed monsters. When all
of us participate in the critical climate we will live in a world more
thoroughly humane than any other.

7 Robert Lewis Shayon, Open to Criticism (Boston, 1971), p. ix.
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SEEING
TELEVISION

Most of us look at television without ever seeing it. It surrounds
us. We seem to measure our days by “what’s on,” and by “when
does it start.” But few of us think about what it is that we look at
and consequently form no critical view. The result, of course, as
many people have pointed out (some of them in essays that
appear in other portions of this book), is that we are easily
manipulated by TV. The way out is to become critics of what we
see, a suggestion that is far more rewarding than it might sound.
The same suggestion is made by Michael Novak in a recent
comment:

Prime-time television is worthy of a serious critical effort. If
one watches a show, and tries to criticize it afterward, the
effort bears fruit; and the shows bear the scrutiny. The
television camera is a very rich instrument of creativity, and
the power of its impressions, even when the subject matter is
prosaic, is quite remarkable. Thus a segment from ALL IN THE
FAMILY, OF RHODA, or other shows can generate quite intense
and fruitful argument about values, perceptions, characteri-
zations, artistic techniques and the rest.

(Commonweal, April 11, 1975, p. 40)

The essays in this part follow the lead suggested by Novak’s
comments. They usually begin with careful description, demon-
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SEEING TELEVISION

strating that there is much to be seen in the programs that we so
often take for granted. Following the description, however, these
critics go on to larger concerns. They attempt to draw conclusions
that take us once again beyond the narrow concerns of journalism
or research. They reach out for extended meanings, and can be
seen as evidence for or against the theories that are developed in
later parts of the book. As such, they are perhaps the best models
for the sort of television criticism, expansive and detailed, that is
necessary for a fuller understanding of the medium in its present
form.

This sort of criticism is based on careful observation and critical
assertion. Conclusions rise most often from personal interpreta-
tion. These critics often disagree about the meanings of programs,
but as with all good criticism, even the resonances of their
disagreements aid us in a fuller understanding of our subject
matter. We are never likely to agree about such matters as
“values, perceptions, characterizations, artistic techniques and the
rest,” but we can have a far more adequate response to television
when we are able to “see” what we watch.

James W. Chesebro and Caroline D. Hamsher examine many
different types of programs in their “Communication, Values, and
Popular Television Series.” This article uses the literary criticism
of Northrop Frye as a framework in which to categorize television
programs and as a basis for the extraction of messages or
value-laden communications. It is possible to see the immediate
results of such formulaic criticism. It is also quite possible to
disagree with some of the interpretations offered by the authors.
Chesebro and Hamsher, then, offer an excellent sounding board
for many of the comments that follow them.

Michael Arlen and Carol Traynor Williams both look at popular
programs but arrive at different conclusions. Arlen is less con-
cerned with the specific messages offered in Norman Lear’s
comedies than with the shrillness he finds in the structure of the
programs. Williams finds in the growth of “The Mary Tyler
Moore Show” an important aesthetic point by demonstrating the
ways in which television characters—most of whom we think of as
static—can change and grow.

Renata Adler, Philip Wander, and Anne Roiphe all look at
television families. But the distance between any typical inhabit-

4



SEEING TELEVISION

ant of a soap opera suburb, the now famous Bunker household,
and the nostalgic and pastoral Waltons allows us to see the range
of television art. Families are central units on TV, but they stand,
metaphorically, for many different things. The critic’s task is to
discriminate among the meanings, and that means detailed
analysis rather than crude generalization. All three of these critics
are “critical” in the harsh sense of the word as they look at these
examples of popular entertainment, but none of them conde-
scends to the subject matter. They take television seriously
precisely because they have seen it closely enough to know what
they are talking about when they define some of our central
cultural images.

Harris Dienstfrey, Philip Meriman, and Arthur Asa Berger look
away from the centrality of the family toward the image of the
hero. Again, they are dealing with programs that have been
touched on by the opening essay of this section, and again they
are looking more closely at specific examples. They see television
doing things to our visions of heroism, creating new heroes,
changing old ones and placing apparent innovations in a thor-
oughly conventional context. They help us to define the values we
associate with doctors, lawyers, cowboys, spies, or karate experts,
and in so doing, tell us something about who we are.

The section closes as Dan Menaker applies many of these same
heroic categories to the people we feel must be most real, the
newscasters. This essay leads quite easily into the following
section where the discussions are more philosophical. Remember
Menaker's image of the “funhouse mirror” while reading Aubrey
Singer's “Television: Window on Culture or Reflection in the
Glass?”



JAMES W. CHESEBRO &
JAROLINE D. HAMSHER

COMMUNICATION, VALUES, AND
POPULAR TELEVISION SERIES

Communicating is inherently a selective process. Faced with an
ever changing and ongoing set of human transactions, both the
source and the receiver are forced to make choices about what
they say and hear. Consciously and unconsciously, these choices
are typically controlled by the needs and motives of those
communicating. Try as one may to be “objective,” the very
decision to communicate reveals particular and personal needs,
fears, and commitments. In this sense, all communicative acts
selectively highlight one set of human values rather than another
set. We are ultimately left with the conclusion, aptly expressed by
Gerald R. Miller, that “every communicative act involves, of
necessity, a value judgment.” !

Popular television series are communicative acts. A source
(producers, directors, and writers) conveys an identifiable message
enacted through a plot played out by characters who ultimately
cast certain behaviors as better than others. Consequently, these
plots and characters—whether intentionally or accidentally—
reflect, convey, and reinforce certain values about what is “good”

1 Gerald R. Miller, An Introduction to Speech Communication, 2nd ed. (Indianapolis:
Bobbs-Merrill, 1972), p. 10.

James W. Chesebro and Caroline D. Hamsher teach in the Department of Speech
at Temple University. This essay is reprinted from The Journal of Popular Culture, Vol.
VI, No. 4 (Spring 1975), by permission of the publisher.
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COMMUNICATION, VALUES, POPULAR TELEVISION SERIES

and what is “bad.” In this context, Richard D. Heffner recently
argued that television series may appropriately be viewed as
“subtle persuaders.” He observed,

There is much more to television than meets the eye.
Understanding the medium requires not only a familiarity
with the series plots that continue from week to week, but
also an awareness of TV’s less explicit levels; its offhanded
comments; its modes of thought and action that we have
come to take for granted. It is, you see, this less-than-conscious
level of television’s content that educates us, subtly, without
our even realizing it. . . . Television, the newest and far
more prevalent form of fiction, is even more profoundly
influential on our lives—not in terms of the stories it tells,
but more importantly, the values it portrays.z

While we may wish to ignore the issue, it now appears essential
to view television series as persuasive efforts. Consider the case.
First, the producers of television series seem overtly aware of their
decision to persuade through their series. Grant Tinker, producer
of “The Mary Tyler Moore” and “Bob Newhart” shows, initially
argues that the “qualities in ourshows . . . arenotimportant. . . .
These are comedies, after all—and if the themes were too serious,
we’d lose the comedic element.” Tinker does note upon reflection,
however, that Mary “does come close, in her 1970s version, to the
good old-fashioned virtues we find in the Waltons. In fact, now
that I think of it,” he notes, "in its own way, the show is projecting
all the different values we have been talking about. The show
appears to be rather hip on TV, but in fact she and all the
characters in that show—forgetting their comedic eccentricities—
are all four-square people.” * More overtly, Quinn Martin, pro-
ducer of “Streets of San Francisco,” “Cannon,” and “The F.B.L,”
observes: ”’I am a patriot. In the police stories that I do, I show the
police in an idealized way. Without respect for the police, I think

?Richard D. Heffner, “Television: The Subtle Persuader,” TV Guide (September
15, 1973), pp. 25-26.

®Quoted in Bill Davidson, ““Forecast for Fall: Warm and Human,” TV Guide
(February 16, 1974).
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we’d have a breakdown in our society.” * Similarly, Lee Rich,
producer of “The Waltons,” notes that “the success of this series
is because of what is going on in the country today, the loss of
values. Many people see ethical qualities in this family that they
hope that they can get back to.” * Producers appear overtly aware,
then, of the value-orientation controlling their series. Second,
viewers perceive the series predominantly as entertainment rather
than persuasive acts. We may repeatedly observe that entertain-
ment and persuasion are not exclusive dimensions: entertainment
may be persuasive; persuasion may be entertaining. Yet viewers
act as if the series offered an opportunity “to get away from all the
pressures.” Third, millions watch the shows. Fourth, these persua-
sive efforts rely, not upon one presentation of a value, but some
twenty or so reinforcements depending upon the number of
shows within the series (not to mention reruns). As Heffner puts
it, television “combines the traditional two steps of impactful
communications: statement and reinforcement. . . . TV is so
highly integrated in our lives that its characters create their own
effective credibility, influencing us more than we realize with the
life styles they portray.”¢ The intentions of the producers,
perspective of the viewers, size of the audience, and reinforcement
process obligate us to view popular television series as persuasive
acts, for as Andersen and Andersen argue, such values “influence
social perception by providing us with a set of basic rules by
which we judge the behavior and beliefs of others.” 7 In addition,
Nilsen observes that if we ignore “the fundamental values” of
communicative efforts, we ignore “vital information needed by
the listeners if they are to make intelligent decisions.”
However, doesn’t something more need to be said? We might
reasonably ask: What values are conveyed by popular television series?

4 Ibid.

S Ibid.

¢ Heffner.

7 Kenneth E. Andersen and Mary Andersen, “Ethics and Persuasion,” Persuasion:
Theory and Practice by Kenneth E. Andersen (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1971), p. 313.
See also Ronald L. Applebaum, Karl W. E. Anatol, Ellis R. Hays, Owen O. Jenson,
Richard E. Porter, and Jerry E. Mandel, Fundamentals in Human Communication (San
Francisco: Canfield Press, 1973), p. 91.

®Thomas R. Nilsen, Ethics of Speech Communication, 2nd ed. (Indianapolis:
Bobbs-Merrill, 1974), p. 76.
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How do those values gain credibility before television viewers? How desirable
are the values conveyed by television series? Such questions are
significant; answering them requires a critical assessment of
particular television series. The answers provided here stem from
the critical methods generated by communication theorists. Partic-
ularly, the form and the content of television series are treated in
this analysis as the factors which transform and convey the values
into more subtle and thereby acceptable messages for the view-
ers.®

While many methods exist for describing the formal character-
istics of persuasive messages and thus for distinguishing major
types of persuasive messages, Northrop Frye!® provides a critical
framework we find relevant and useful for an analysis of
television series. In Frye’s view, two variables generate and
distinguish the major persuasive forms: (1) the central agent’s or
hero’s apparent relationship to the audience, and (2) the hero’s
ability to control circumstances. These two variables produce five
particular persuasive forms. In irony, a hero is inferior in intelli-
gence and power to others and unable to control environmental
factors. In mime, the hero is one of us and able to control
circumstances with the same skill we possess. In leader centered
forms, the hero is superior to others in degree but again able to
manipulate the environment with the same degree of control
possessed by others. In romance, the hero is superior in degree to
others and the environment. In myth, the hero is superior to others
and the environment in kind. These five persuasive forms
constitute the formal framework we shall use to assess popular
television shows.

The content or substantive dimension of popular television
series may certainly vary from show to show. As we shall employ
a concern for content in this analysis, however, the focus is upon
those ideas, notions, or principles which repeat themselves from

°We have sought, in an earlier essay, to justify and explain how such an
approach may be used to examine persuasive messages. See James W. Chesebro
and Caroline D. Hamsher, “Rhetorical Criticism: A Message-Centered Procedure,”
The Speech Teacher, 22 (November 1973), 282-90.

1 Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 1957), especially pp. 33-34. We are obviously adapting Frye’s analysis to
our particular interests. The adaptation may distort Frye’s particular objectives.
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show to show during the series. Attention is thereby given to the
persistent or enduring principles continually advocated through-
out the series.

The range of methods used to describe the central symbols or
principles of persuasive messages varies. However, Kenneth
Burke’s “dramatistic process” may be employed to describe the
stages or communicative progressions ordering popular television
series. As we use the dramatistic process to identify central
principles of television series, four questions function as a critical
framework: (1) Pollution—What norms are violated and cast as
disruptive to the social system involved? (2) Guilt—Who or what is
generally held responsible for the pollution? (3) Purification—What
kinds of acts are generally initiated to eliminate the pollution and
guilt? (4) Redemption—What social system or order is created as a
result of passing through the pollution, guilt, and purification
stages? By way of example, the Christian conception of salvation
may be revealed by way of the dramatistic process: man sins by
violating God’s laws (pollution); man is held responsible for the
sins although Christ accepts the responsibility because of His
great love (guilt); Christ is crucified to eliminate man’s sin and
responsibility (purification); and all men are thereby allowed to
enter Heaven after death (redemption). While our example may
not be as detailed here as a reader may wish, the central point is
that the dramatistic process may be used to reveal systematically
the central symbols or principles controlling a drama.!

Our concern for the form and content of popular television
series generates a five by four critical matrix which is used here to
identify systematically and comprehensively major television
series’ persuasive appeals. Figure I depicts this matrix. While
providing the foundation for a systematic and comprehensive
identification of persuasive appeals in popular television series,
the matrix also offers a method for contrasting types of television
series as well as for grouping those series which employ essen-
tially the same persuasive appeals.

11 While some differences emerge between our treatment of the dramatistic
process and the perspective offered by Bernard L. Brock, Brock offers one of the
most convenient summaries of a rhetorician’s view of the dramatistic process; see:
Bernard L. Brock, “Rhetorical Criticism: A Burkeian Approach,” Methods of
Rhetorical Criticism: A Twentieth Century Perspective, ed. Robert L. Scott and Bernard L.
Brock (New York: Harper and Row, 1972), pp. 315-27.
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Figure I. THE CRITICAL MATRIX

SUBSTANTIVE FORMAL CHARACTERISTICS
CHARACTERISTICS | Irony Mime Leader Romance Myth

Pollution
Guilt

Purification

Redemption

Some forty-one popular television series constitute the data base
for this analysis. All forty-one series have been classified into the
-matrix. Five of the series are highlighted and examined in detail as
representative of each of the formal characteristics identified in
the matrix: Irony—"All in the Family”’; Mime—"The Mary Tyler
Moore Show’’; Leader centered—“Maude’; Romance—""Marcus
Welby, M.D.”; Myth—“The Six Million Dollar Man.” Four of
these series were selected because they were in the top ten
according to the 1973-74 Nielsen ratings; “The Six Million Dollar
Man,” while not in the top ten, was most highly rated among the
series categorized as myth. Two shows from each series were
randomly selected, videotaped, and analyzed to illustrate and
establish the claims made about each of the series.

“All in the Family” conveys a range of identifiable messages.
The series implies, initially, that bigots only hurt themselves, that their
attack on human frailties ultimately destroys their own esteem
and individuality and reveals them to others as insensitive. In the
particular shows examined here, Archie Bunker verbally assaults
George (a mentally retarded person) and Joe Tucker (an unem-
ployed man seeking psychiatric aid), only to gain the scorn of his
family for the attacks.

A second message of this series is that bigots can be laughed at
instead of hated. Such a message implies that bigots only reveal their
own limits as people and that their assertions are shallow and
therefore formal; the formality provides a comic dimension to
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bigotry. In the shows we considered, Archie’s behaviors make him
a source of bewildering amusement (typified by his son-in-law
Michael’s reactions) rather than an agent of evil.

The series posits yet a third message: the WASP is dying as a
national norm and ideal. Archie is a white Anglo-Saxon Protestant
who asserts the WASP position: that being white is better than
being nonwhite; that the Anglo-Saxon heritage is better than the
Eastern European, Asian, or African heritage; that being Protes-
tant is better than being Catholic or Jewish. For Archie, the
non-WASP’s quest for equality is a sign of his or her being
uppity.” The series denies Archie’s ideal; cultural differences are
presented as equally valid life styles. People often need help,
thereby rejecting the WASP ideal of rugged individualism and
independence. Thus, both George and Joe Tucker seek assistance
from others; the impact of both shows is that requesting and
receiving help allows individuals to develop more fully.

Finally, ”All in the Family” suggests that change is good as long as it
is moderate and liberal. Extreme responses, whether conservative or
radical, are cast as unreasonable. Archie’s rejection of the retarded
and those seeking psychological help is viewed as too conserva-
tive. Correspondingly, blacks who hate whites are cast as too
extreme; Archie’s black neighbor, Mr. Jefferson, is presented as
Archie’s equally misguided counterpart. The argument of the
series is that the best change is that which is thoughtful and
evolving, respecting individualism.

These messages, even when explicitly stated, as we have done
here, are by no means automatically acceptable. The messages are
conveyed in ways which disarm the viewer and make the viewer
more susceptible to accepting them. In particular, Archie’s drama
(like that of “Sanford and Son”) is ironic to the audience. Archie
lacks intelligence and power; he cannot control his environment;
his pride is a reflection of his stupidity. Archie’s flaw is placed in a
social context which makes him incapable of success; Archie
becomes, therefore, a pathetic figure to be pitied rather than
hated. The ironic form of the series sets bigotry in a formal setting
which denies its power as a social force.

As the ironic drama is played out in show after show, the bigot
becomes even less of an object to be treated seriously. The hero,
Archie, causes the pollution in each show and thereby creates the
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irony. Repeatedly, Archie is assigned the guilt; the irony is
extended because the hero is responsible. Purifying acts are
initiated by others to minimize the hero’s pollution and guilt. As a
final touch, redemption is a return to the old order as Archie
re-establishes himself as ready to engage in additional ventures in
exactly the same manner.

Certainly such messages, when cast in the form of an ironic
drama, deserve critical response. At first the series may disarm us
and make us forget the power of bigotry. But bigots are not always
ironic and we should not assume that bigotry only emerges
ironically. The bigot may be presented in mythical, romantic,
leader centered, or mimetic dramas. Men such as Hitler, Spiro
Agnew, and George Wallace have utilized forms which add power
to the claims of bigots. The ironic form is seldom selected by the
bigot as a vehicle for persuasion. “All in the Family” should not
encourage us to look for bigotry only in ironic guise.

Moreover, we need to realize that even ironic bigotry may
reinforce racial and religious intolerance. From a random sampling
of viewers in the United States and Canada, Neil Vidmar and
Milton Rokeach demonstrated that to the unprejudiced persons
Archie was a “dumb, bigoted ‘hard-hat’” but that to the
prejudiced, Michael is the object of scorn and is cast as a
“long-haired, lazy ‘meathead Polack’ who spouts liberal slo-
gans.” 12 Thus, rather than dissuading bigots, the series creates an
opportunity for bigots to perceive a new enemy selectively
without disrupting their belief structures. On a weekly basis, the
irony of bigotry may reinforce rather than eliminate bigotry.

Consequently, we may wish to be more cautious in believing
that liberals always possess the power to disarm bigots. The liberal
wish to see bigots as ironic does not guarantee that bigots are
therefore devoid of power. Groups such as the John Birch Society
and the Christian Anti-Communist League have members whose
educational, economic, and political activism exceed the national
norms. There are things to fear in this world; some problems must
be taken seriously. Liberalism may not have taken the most
positive step in casting bigots as ironic; clearly the labeling process
does not diminish the power of bigotry.

12Neil Vidmar and Milton Rokeach, ““Archie Bunker’s Bigotry: A Study in
Selective Perception and Exposure,” Journal of Communication, 24 (Winter 1974), 38.
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“The Mary Tyler Moore Show” embodies and conveys a
different set of messages to audiences. The series initially suggests
that Puritan morality is a viable philosophic system. The world is
perceived in moral terms in which good works promise salvation.
In particular, honesty, simplicity, cooperation, self-discipline,
orderliness, personal responsibility, and humility are cast as
desirable values. Mary is honest; she may not always want to be,
but she worries about complete honesty and, if forced, she must
tell the truth. One of the shows, in fact, is based on the premise
that Mary once lied and all of the evils of the “white lie” are
revealed; Mary suffers for the lie. Mary is, moreover, a prototype
of contemporary simplicity and orderliness. Her dress and hair are
uncomplicated and efficient. Her apartment is itself an
“efficiency,” and she lives in the Midwest, the core of simple
American purity. Mary is cooperative; she is part of a “team” and
tries to make all members of the team feel good. She will, for the
team, even agree to do tasks when they inconvenience or hurt her.
In one show, Mary lends Rhoda money for a flower shop when
she, Mary, needs it for a car. Mary is self-disciplined and
personally responsible. In one show, she works all night on
obituaries, and fatigue leads her to write humorous death notices;
she is suspended for two weeks when one of these obituaries is
read on the air. Mary says she wants “no special treatment,” for
she was responsible and lacked discipline. Mr. Grant responds,
“You have to be punished.” After realizing the impact of the
suspension, Mary observes, “I'm usually so in control of myself.”
She even reflects that when she was a child her mother put her in
the room that needed the most cleaning for Mary released anxiety
by tidying up. Another Puritan virtue is Mary’s humility. She
admits she needs others, wants to be with her office mates: “I feel
lousy without my friends.” Whatever success Mary achieves, she
finds it ultimately linked to the efforts of others; she is humble.

Achievement and success are important values; this is a second
message of the series. Upward social mobility is held to be
especially important, particularly in business, so Mary is delighted
with her title of Associate Producer even though the job is often
secretarial. In one show, Mary is nominated for a “Best Documen-
tary” award; she is pleased to be recognized for such success. In
another show, Ted Knight, the extreme manifestation of the
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values, feels sorry about the likelihood of Mary’s losing her job
but is reluctant to defend her, noting that, “There’s no percentage
in everyone’s head being cut off.” To Ted, Walter Cronkite is "top
dog”’—Cronkite occupies the most esteemed position in his field
and for his achievement warrants great respect if not awe.
Achievement and success are thus seen as powerful values to be
sought and secured by all.

This series also promotes a third message: Effort and optimism are
always rewarded. Mary tries. Ted tries. Murray tries. Lou tries. The
whole team tries. And while the team may not have produced a
top rated news program, the implicit communication of the series
is that one day the effort and optimism could be rewarded. If
nothing else, trying hard and thinking positively make everyone
feel happier and more fulfilled.

A fourth message of “The Mary Tyler Moore Show” is that
sociability, external conformity, generosity, and consideration for others are
appropriate modes of social interaction. If one serves others, they will
appreciate one. Getting along, being loved, being worthy of
love—these are particularly important social values. Mary pre-
pares coffee for all; she holds parties at her apartment and
suggests surprise birthday parties even when these gatherings
offer her no opportunity for personal growth. After an argument
with Rhoda, Mary clearly expresses the value: ”’I hate being on the
outs with someone | like,” even though Mary has every reason to
be cross. As Mary puts it, “It’s lonely being right.”

Finally, the series suggests that patriotism is an essential spiritual
value. Patriotism is cast as loyalty to tradition, both occupationally
and socially. Thus when Mary, having been suspended from her
job, has an opportunity to get another position, she asserts, ”I
want to come back. | don’t like it out there. I like it here.”
Likewise, on the job, everyone refers to the head of the newsroom
as “Lou” except for Mary, who has for years perceived him as
”Mr. Grant.” Socially, Mary retains traditional commitment, and
she “feel[s] lousy without my friends.” Patriotism functions, as a
result, as a pattern of identification. If the pattern is broken, the
life is destroyed. Mary is, correspondingly, destroyed when her
job or her friends are destroyed.

These messages become credible within the framework of the
mimetic drama, which employs the common, the familiar, as its
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central mode of action. The values conveyed in “The Mary Tyler
Moore Show” appear realistic and relevant because the values are
cast as operative within social and circumstantial relationships
shared by all of us. As the mimetic drama unfolds, pollution may
be generated by Mary, by others, by circumstances or accidents,
but customarily the pollution occurs when the best of intentions
are operating. Correspondingly, guilt may be assigned to Mary or
to her close friends, but the guilt must always be qualified because
of the force of circumstances, accidents, and good intentions. As a
result of the development of the pollution and guilt frames,
purification is seldom a decisive moment; it results from some-
one’s admitting or accepting the responsibility for wrongdoing or
recognizing the force of external causation. Self-victimization or
mortification strategies possess a genteel quality in the purifying
stage of mimetic drama. No one is ever really “evil” and so the
punishment itself is never severe. Redemption, consequently,
requires only a return to the old social system with “greater
wisdom” about the nature of this system. Life goes on, but one is a
bit wiser for the experience. It would seem to us that a host of
popular television series employ the mimetic drama to espouse
essentially the same values found in “The Mary Tyler Moore
Show”’; these would include “Rhoda,” “Friends and Lovers,” “The
Bob Newhart Show,” “Happy Days,” “Good Times,” “The Little
House on the Prairie,” “That’s My Mama,” “Movin’ On,” and
”Chico and the Man.”

The mimetic drama and the cluster of values it casts as credible
require a critical response. The form assumes that conflicts are
really only “differences of opinion” rather than profound confron-
tations. All people are viewed as basically decent and wholesome.
The perspective is conservative, offering a limited view of actual
experience, and it may thereby preclude a realistic approach to the
wide range of human relationships. Also, the form presents the
“establishment’” or “status quo” as the most viable mode of
organization. The mimetic framework highlights means (hard
work, optimism, achievement, effort, and the like), seldom ques-
tioning the ends toward which those means are directed. As we
face “real” confrontations, we may be so “drugged” by such
shows that we assume our means can satisfy all demands made
upon our society when, in fact, new systems may have to be
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devised. We must continually assess our social objectives as well
as the means employed to secure those ends. The failure to
question the evolution of the entire social system—even if we do
not change the direction or the rate of change—ought not to be
the result of popular television series which function as societal
narcotics.

“Maude” is a vehicle for yet another set of messages conveyed
to television viewers. The series suggests first that individuals,
especially women, can be strong and powerful. None of the characters in
the shows—husband, wife, daughter, grandson, or housekeeper—
lacks “backbone.” The women in particular are more than weak
or passive. Depending on one’s perspective, Maude is either a
powerful symbol of independence and autonomy for women or
she is, in the vernacular, a “ball buster.” Carol, Maude’s daughter,
is involved with women'’s liberation. Both these women avoid
housework and the values typically associated with femininity.
Maude, in fact, does a predictable slow burn which erupts into a
violent attack when women as a class are cast as "housewives” or
viewed as passive and obedient servants of males, Maude would
determine her own fate; four marriages and three divorces suggest
that Maude’s quest for self-determination is to be taken seriously.

A second message is conveyed by the series: the nuclear family is
not sacred or private. Traditionally, the family has been considered
stable, permanent, and closed to outsiders. But Maude’s four
marriages contravene such a traditional conception of the nuclear
family, although Maude obviously tries to make the system work.
Sex is openly discussed, and “private” interpersonal issues be-
come public issues among friends.

The series also implies that liberals have more fun. Liberals
traditionally tend to hold individual rights and individual develop-
ment as primary values for the society; the responsibility of the
liberal (and of society, therefore,) is to provide equal opportunities
to secure those rights and therefore attain happiness. In “Maude,”
liberals have more experience, more action in their lives. They are
wittier, happier, more interesting. Liberals can afford face lifts,
housekeepers, and cocktail parties. Liberals are middle class; their
conflicts are predominantly differences resolved by and for the
liberal.

The series also suggests, however, that liberals may be right but
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liberalism may be a rocky road. Maude’s contests are often rugged;
tensions and voices are raised. Yet liberals remain strong and
powerful; they prevail.

These messages gain credibility and subtly affect viewers
because Maude is a leader. The leader centered drama provides a
context supportive of a strong, if not dominant, personality.
Leaders do dominate others, mobilizing intended responses from
their followers. We anticipate that the followers may often feel
overpowered, lack comparative power, or even experience jeal-
ousy. Leaders do, by definition, introduce and formulate goals,
tasks, and procedures. They are centers of action, often delegating
and directing action. They integrate and pull individual efforts
together; they often summarize group efforts and offer transitions
between acts. Thus, we expect those cast as leaders to appear
confident of their values, to use those values to interpret events
and create issues, and to label forces as “right” and “wrong.”
Correspondingly, those cast as followers use the leader’s values for
perceptual and interpretative categories.

With respect to Maude’s leadership, pollution occurs when the
liberal ethic is somehow challenged: individual rights are violated,
or individual opportunities are not provided because of race,
religion, sex, or nationality. Maude views the Puritan ethic as
often overpowering people at the expense of the liberal ethic. In
one of the particular shows examined here, Maude requires that
her domestic must have faced racial, religious, sexual, or ethnic
discrimination. Maude’s black housekeeper (who is leaving) is
ultimately replaced by a Puerto Rican woman. As Florida (the
black woman) puts it, “Maude is a bleeding heart liberal.”

Guilt, in the leader centered drama, may be assigned by
victimization or by self-mortification. Self-mortification is the
commonly used liberal approach; Maude tends to assume guilt for
societal injustice. In the liberal framework, it is the way in which
individuals use or do not use the system which creates circum-
stances producing minority problems; minority group members
are seldom perceived as having caused their own plight, whatever
it may be. As Florida aptly puts it, “Maude -feels guilt”; so any
servant of Maude’s must be a representative of a minority group.
In another show, Maude feels that she must first get her friends
Arthur and Vivian to talk; then she must ultimately get them
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married. If Maude touches their lives, she feels she must assume
responsibility.

As might be expected, in a leader centered drama the leader
generates purification. At this particular stage, Maude is the
source of change and improvement. She mobilizes others; she
introduces and formulates goals, tasks, and procedures; she
delegates and directs. Maude is, after all, described as a “Betsy
Ross” and a “bra-burner” in the series’ theme song. Thus, she
initiates those actions necessary to get Vivian and Arthur married.
Maude hires the housekeeper while Carol, Arthur, and Florida
make bets about whom she’ll hire. Maude is verbally labeled, in
the show, as “the big bad wolf,” “the slugger,” “the tail end of the
batting order,” “anything but tranquil,” and a “prizefighter.”

The drama concludes, reaches redemption, when Maude’s
values and goals control and dominate; individualism is thus
secure. Because Maude accepts guilt, carries out those acts
necessary to eliminate the pollution, her set of values prevails in a
final moment of redemption. Conflict is thus eliminated and
happiness returns.

A host of television series employ the leader centered drama as
the vehicle to justify the messages generated; included would be
“Get Christie Love,” “McMillan and Wife,” “Mannix,” “Police
Surgeon,” “Cannon,” “The Rookies,” “Gunsmoke,” “Adam-12,”
“M*A*S*H,” “Barnaby Jones,” “Lucas Tanner,” “Petrocelli,”
“Ironside,” “Streets of San Francisco,” “Harry O,” “The Rockiord
Files,” “Columbo,” and “McCloud.” Virtually all of these series
cast the hero as leader; these leaders act out much the same kinds
of dramas. Critic-observers can readily discern a liberal bias
permeating these series as well.

These shows offer a reasonable set of messages in an enter-
taining manner. However, a critical examination of the leader
centered form raises noteworthy issues. During periods of cultural
transformation when interpersonal relationships and institutions
are often in flux, a stress on “rugged individualism”” may diminish
attention to the development of needed social and community
relationships and systems. Moreover, messages emphasizing
hierarchies (leaders-followers) in interpersonal relationships as
exciting and viable approaches would appear to detract from the
growing and reasonable trend toward interpersonal equality.
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Finally, the liberal vision tends to conceive of cooperation rather
than conflict as the most desirable base for human interactions.
While we would not advocate fighting, certainly conflict is a
dimension of human conduct which may often be essential to
growth and development. Perhaps we need to prepare people for
both cooperation and conflict rather than encouraging them to
accept uncritically those messages which promise cooperative
redemption as the most desirable outcome of human interaction.

”Marcus Welby, M.D.” communicates a fourth set of messages
to television viewers. As the series evolves during a season,
audiences are left with several specific conclusions. First, they are
advised that wiser counsel and more thoughtful planning than we are
capable of emanates from a select few. On one of the shows considered
here, Gary is slowly losing his voice, essential for his continued
functioning as an airport flight controller. Gary is unable to detect
or handle the physical, circumstantial, and psychological implica-
tions of this change in his life. Welby, although a family
practitioner, possesses the perceptual framework and critical
facilities Gary does not have. Welby recognizes his power; Gary is,
in Welby’s words, “a very insecure young man,” “headstrong,”
“ignoring what must be done.” Welby knows, moreover, that
Gary’s wife “has the psychological strength” to understand and
help Gary ”if only she will.” Besides possessing this grasp of
complex psychological variables, Welby observes that some “'6,000
people get hit by carcinoma each year” and that a laryngectomy,
in Gary’s case, indicates the use of one of the newly developed
vocal resonators. While Welby certainly consults with experts on
particular medical questions, he generally recognizes the symp-
toms, severity of the case, and nature of treatment well before the
specialists articulate the issues. If we are to believe what Welby’s
face suggests before the formal diagnosis and if we have listened
carefully to Welby’s previous “hunches,” we know what Welby
knows before his patients or his colleagues do. Beyond his control
of such psychological and physiological issues, Welby handles the
circumstantial variables as well. Extremely expensive medical
treatments can, Welby affirms, be “worked out.” While Gary may
be unable to continue in his immediate job, Welby makes all of
the arrangements necessary to obtain an equivalent job for him.
Thus, while Gary believes he’d rather “die” than go through the
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entire transition, Welby offers superior advice and planning to
reconstruct Gary’s life.

The series also suggests that agents possessing special vocational skills
warrant unique social respect. As each show evolves, Welby’s profes-
sional skills control emerging circumstances; it is only a matter of
time until the other characters in the show recognize that Welby’s
skills stem from a depth of sensitivity, human understanding, and
compassion more profound than theirs. Welby’s medical rank,
expertise, and success are direct indicators of the social respect he
deserves.

The notion that the external or objective perspective can recognize and
resolve human dilemmas pervades the series. Welby’s patients exist in
relatively closed social, psychological, and physical systems;
Welby enters those ongoing systems essentially as an outsider.
His external or objective point of view generates new views and
insights. Welby knows, for instance, that Gary’s wife is “the
biggest influence in his life.” Gary does not know; Gary’s wife
believes simply that “he had to be goal oriented” to raise himself
above his background. Welby goes on to predict, as circumstances
begin to affect Gary, that “he doesn’t realize what an unexpected
blow this will have on him.” Welby’s sense is uncommon; his
insights appear reasonable only if we assume that the role of
“external, objective agent” functions as a perspective essential to
recognizing and resolving human dilemmas.

These messages appear credible when cast as part of a romantic
drama. The romantic hero is part of a legend and possesses a
chivalric love for others. There is a supernatural aura essential to
romance, and correspondingly the romantic hero appears ad-
venturous, mysterious, and all knowing. As a romantic hero,
Welby does not create but rather identifies and describes pollu-
tion. Other agents or circumstances create the pollution: Welby
identifies the nature and extent of problems of the mind, body,
and environment. Likewise, the romantic hero assigns blame to
those agents or circumstances generating the pollution. Blame is
assigned so that the romantic hero can grapple with or purify the
social system; the hero, employing the special skills he possesses,
slowly but decisively corrects the problems of the mind, body, and
environment. The redemption stage of the romantic drama is
essentially a recognition of the skill and sensitivity of the romantic
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hero in recognizing and resolving the pollution and guilt through a
particularly wise set of purifying actions. The other characters in
the show overtly acknowledge the constructive role of the hero at
this stage in the drama as well as explicitly admitting that the hero
has profoundly altered their lives. This kind of romantic drama is
a framework for several other popular television series including
“The Waltons,” “Kojak,” “Medical Center,” “Hawaii Five-O,”
“Kung Fu,” and “Apple’s Way.” In each of these series, the hero
possesses a unique set of special skills, and each series likewise
conveys essentially the same kinds of messages found in ““Marcus
Welby, M.D.”

These series provide confidence and security for the viewers
through the concept that external agents will resolve human
dilemmas; however, viewers are thereby encouraged to perceive
themselves as more passive, less responsible for themselves, and
more dependent upon the efforts of mystical figures for solutions
to extremely real problems. Some of the same dangers that were
discussed with respect to mimetic and leader centered dramas
reappear in this construct. Such reliance on the romantic illusion,
the “happily ever after” ending, tends to stifle critical thought and
realistic efforts at human problem solving.

“The Six Million Dollar Man” conveys a set of predominantly
inspirational messages to its viewers. A central message is that
human imagination and creativity have no limits. The premise of the
series is grounded in a kind of ultimate faith in the human ability
to overcome all limitations. Steve Austin, hero of the series, was a
relatively successful astronaut until a nearly fatal accident forced
him to lose an eye, an arm, and both legs. The government
intervened; Steve was transformed into a bionic man at a cost of
six million dollars. He can run 60 miles an hour, he has X-ray and
infrared vision, he can leap thirty feet into the air, and he has
superhuman strength in his bionic legs and arm. An experiment in
human imagination and technology has transformed Austin from
a helpless cripple into a quasi-mechanical superman. Only human
choice, we are led to believe, can preclude us from employing
technology in more creative and imaginative ways.

The series further suggests that technology aids and may also be
complementary to the human condition. As a bionic man, Steve is a
perfectly balanced biological and engineering construct. Human
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creativity is retained and transformed into a more viable and
usable structure. Technology is thus cast as a more constructive
means for carrying out the human intent. Implicitly, a promise of
immortality and physical perfection is associated with technology
in the series.

Humans may ultimately exercise absolute control of their environment, we
are told by the series. Steve’s bionic system promises profound
and thoroughgoing control of complex environmental forces. Not
only can he see; he can see through physical objects with X-ray
precision. His speed on the ground enables him to cover territory
efficiently without the aid of a vehicle. Moreover, Steve has a
superhuman sense, the ability to view and detect heat without the
use of touch. Violent or forceful environmental factors are
negated by virtue of his superhuman strength. While Steve cannot
fly unassisted, his leaps are of such size that flying seems but one
“step”” away in the evolution of human technology. The series
implies, then, that control of the environment is not far away.

Such messages, while initially incredible assertions, gain force
when placed in the context of a dramatic myth. Mythical drama
involves universal struggles such as the quest for absolute truth or
beauty, or for a permanent peace, or the conflict between good
and evil. Both sacred and timeless issues are at stake; the mythical
drama possesses, as a result, ritualistic and dreamlike qualities. In
the classical myth, the source of the form, the hero possesses skills
or knowledge which others do not have; the hero has supporters
who also may have special powers; the hero engages in a long,
unknown, and difficult journey which ultimately establishes the
hero as unique in his search for a precious object or significant
goal; the hero must do battle with guardians of the object or forces
preventing him from reaching the goal.

In the mythical drama, pollution is a product of a set of
circumstances beyond human control, unreasoned or overwhelm-
ing human or superhuman strength, or a profound ideological or
religious conflict which admits of no compromise. In one of the
shows surveyed here, for example, Steve’s counteragent is an
indestructible, self-protecting computer set to initiate a nuclear
war automatically in the context of tense Soviet-American rela-
tions. To complicate matters further, an earthquake has both
disrupted the timing of the computer and closed off circuits
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essential to shutting down the computer. These circumstances
generate a set of supernatural problems. Blame for these events
cannot be placed on any human agent; guilt is beyond the limits
of humans. Purification requires the strength, intelligence, and
virtue of a mythical Hercules or Jason, willing to undertake a
dangerous journey operating, at best, with the aid of a select few
who complement the hero’s power. No predictable set of purifying
acts exists; the hero’s real powers may, in fact, surface only during
the struggle itself. To get to the computer, Steve must, for
example, pass through an underground research center which has
been designed to protect itself; this center has been blown up and
all its mechanisms are unpredictable. The hero alone controls the
purification stage of the drama. Redemption occurs when the hero
has accomplished the task and others are able to speak of the
efforts employed to eliminate the pollution.

While the skills of the mythical hero and the completeness of
the ritual vary from drama to drama, only a few popular television
series today employ even a variation of the mythical drama as the
central vehicle to convey certain messages to the viewers; “Planet
of the Apes” and "The Night Stalker” do contain some of the
elements. In the past, various series such as “Superman’ have also
employed the form; generally at least one representative is found
on television during any given time period. Problems which arise
from overemphasis on the concept of the mythical hero seem too
obvious to belabor; they relate clearly to the issues raised with
respect to the romantic hero. The fact that the mythical drama
does not appear extensively on television does suggest that our
times are perhaps not conducive to the messages presented in
such a form. The significance of this phenomenon is certainly
worthy of further, in-depth speculation.

We readily acknowledge that popular television series function
as entertainment; we have sought to offer an equally important
but different conception of such programs. Essentially, we have
suggested that such series are persuasive communications. As acts
of communication, they represent choices about what to say and
what not to say. Such choices reveal value judgments about what
is important as well as what is “good” or “bad.” The dramatic
forms controlling popular television series reinforce the tendency
to highlight value judgments, since statements delineating “good”
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and “bad” are inherent in such forms and are revealed in plots,
characters, settings, and themes. The messages conveyed to the
viewers and the values they reinforce become credible because of
the form and the content controlling each series. Form and
content thus determine how values can subtly and effectively be
conveyed to audiences.

While we may wish that we could dismiss such issues alto-
gether, to do so is to ignore factors affecting thoughtful and
insightful decision making. Therefore, we have been concerned
primarily with the substantive relationships among popular televi-
sion series, values, and communicative forms and content. We
have argued that an intimate relationship exists among these three
variables: television series function as persuasive acts of commu-
nication altering or reenforcing value systems.

One concluding methodological note regarding the interrela-
tionship between content and form: early in our analysis, by way
of our critical matrix, we suggested that content and form could be
meaningfully related to reveal the persuasive styles of television
series; in concluding, we would offer an even more powerful
hypothesis—content controls form and form controls content. As we
considered series after series, we were ultimately able to predict
the content of a show if we knew its form; if we had determined
the form, we could make reasonable estimates about the kinds of
principles that would be conveyed on the show. Such an
hypothesis clearly requires more direct assessment with appropri-
ate methods; we believe we have provided a suitable heuristic base
for this type of investigation.
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MICHAEL J.ARLEN

THE MEDIA DRAMAS
OF NORMAN LEAR

I have been trying to figure out what is so fascinating about the
comedies of Norman Lear. Right now, six of Mr. Lear’s shows are
being broadcast every week to a prime-time audience: ”All in the
Family,” “Maude,” “Good Times,” ""The Jeffersons,” "’Sanford and
Son,” and "Hot L BALTIMORE.” The first five programs named are
currently among the dozen most popular programs in the nation,
while the sixth, and newest, “HoT L BALTIMORE” (the title refers to
the Hotel Baltimore, a riffraffy version of “Grand Hotel”), after just
six weeks, has received a warm reception, despite a degree of
wariness on the part of network-affiliate stations, several of which
appear to think that in populating his run-down inn so freely with
prostitutes, homosexuals, and other social misfits Mr. Lear may
have been pushing his gift for jokey topicality farther than the
mass audience will bear. Even so, it's probably a good bet that
roughly a hundred and twenty million Americans watch Norman
Lear comedies each week—which adds up to a total of roughly five
billion viewers every year. Perhaps what is most fascinating about
Mr. Lear’s ceuvre is the dimensions of its success, for he seems to
be one of those ordinary but uncommon figures who come along
every so often in our mass-entertainment culture and manage to

Michael Arlen is television critic for The New Yorker. This essay is reprinted from
The New Yorker (May 10, 1975) by permission. © 1975 by The New Yorker
Magazine, Inc.
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achieve—more or less single-handed and with the appearance of
naturalness—what tens of thousands of business geniuses and
consumer theoreticians spend half the energies of the Republic
vainly striving after; namely, a “feel” for what the public wants
before it knows it wants it, and the ability to deliver it.

What is not so fascinating about Lear programs is easier to
determine. Surprisingly, they are not very funny, for the most
part, which is to say that the level of acting—at least, the stage
presence of the actors—is generally of a higher order than the
humor in each show: the jokes and joke situations. The humor is
not bad, but it certainly isn’t brilliant. “In my building, the
roaches are so big that the crunch drowns out the television.” And
“Deep down, you know, he respects you.” “Yes, but I don’t want
to dive that deep.” On the whole, there are few unusual comedy
routines in Lear comedies, and there has been virtually no
introduction or creation of striking new comedy characters, with
the possible exception of Archie Bunker, in “All in the Family,”
who was transplanted from the successful BBC series “Till Death
Us Do Part,” and, in any case, derives from a mass-entertainment
cartoon that stretches back from William Bendix and Wallace
Beery to Sancho Panza and Shakespeare’s Pistol. And even
Bunker, who has most of the best lines in his show, is given an
overabundance of easy malapropisms: “Salivation Army,” “Let
him who is without sin be the rolling stone,” * ‘Pilferers will be
prosecuted’ means ‘Queers stay out of the men’s room.”” In fact,
much of the aura of comedy in Lear shows (as in other television
comedy programs, with the exception of Carol Burnett’s) derives
from television’s electronic institutionalizing of the old theatrical
claque: the sound track of taped audience laughter, which rises
and falls, whoops, giggles, and shrieks, taking on a blurry identity
of its own, like a lunatic Greek chorus, and nudging the isolated
viewers into an impression of high spirits.

If the level of humor in Lear comedies is routinely professional
—which in itself wouldn’t be unusual, save for the enormous
success of the programs—what is more visible is the level of anger.
For, while the sound track is laughing, the characters in Lear
comedies are mainly snarling. Again, Archie Bunker stands as the
prototype of the Lear angry-man character. When Bunker first
appeared on American screens, in 1971, representing the politi-
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cally and socially threatened silent-majority blue-collar worker,
his outbursts on politics and race were taken as quaintly liberating
and timely. They also had a specific quality and direction to them:
blacks moving into the neighborhood, or being hired at a nearby
factory. For some time now, though, Bunker’s anger has become
random—a random musical note that is methodically sounded by
the script as it travels through each half hour. It is an accepted
form of stage business. In a recent episode of “All in the Family,”
for example, within a space of about fifteen minutes Bunker
snarled and mugged such lines as “What's the stink in the oven?
What kinda animal you cookin’ in there?” (It’s a fish.) “So, Irene is
a Catholic. That means I gotta pay for her mistakes?”’ (Irene
leaves.) “Whadda I care if she leaves. She’s not my guest, she’s
your guest.” “C’mon, throw the fish on the table!” “Don’t stay in
there—c’m here! Move it!” “Listen to this, Commie pinko!” "Let
me remind you of something, Meathead!” ""Yeah, Dingbat, I'm
talkin’ to you in English!” “Get in, get in. Just put your keyster in
the chair and shut your mouth.” If Bunker’s anger has settled in as
a conventional shtick—like Groucho Marx’s walk or Jack Benny’s
stinginess—it has also been picked up and incorporated into all
the other Norman Lear shows, and, for the most part, with the
same quality of randomness. On “Sanford and Son,” which was
transplanted from "’Steptoe and Son,” another BBC series (about
two Cockney junk dealers), Fred Sanford is an irascible and
bullying black man—often with only the sound track and the
vaudeville mugging to tell one that the show is a comedy. In a
recent episode, Sanford was waiting for the arrival of his younger
sister and her new “mystery”’ husband. First, he wanted his truck.
“"Where’s our truck?” he asked angrily. “Julio borrowed it,” said
his son, referring to a Puerto Rican neighbor. Sanford grimaced
broadly and slammed his fist on a table. "Now, you gone got Puerto
Rican all over our truck!” The taped audience erupted in laughter,
the joke presumably being that it was a joke. Then the married
sister appeared with her new husband—a white man. The
audience giggled apprehensively but delightedly as the husband—
a soft, droll figure—sidled warily into the room, unseen by
Sanford. Time passed and Sanford still didn’t notice him. Then he
mistook the man for a taxi-driver. Then, finally introduced to and
embraced by the new brother-in-law, he went into an elaborate
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and energetic sequence of grimaces and double takes, crashing
about the room in a fury that was again comic mainly in the
laughter of the unseen audience. "How come you’re lookin’ that
way?” Sanford’s sister said to him, feeding the line. “I just got
hugged and kissed by a Snow-Whitey,” replied Sanford. After-
ward, he called the white husband "“Mr. Intermarry,” ""Paleface,”
“"Honky,” ""Color-Blind,” and “The White Tornado,” each one to
bursts of applause from the tape; indeed, the only purpose or
reality of the white husband’s existence seemed to be as a butt for
Sanford’s jokey snarls.

Anger as stage business runs through nearly all Norman Lear’s
comedies, but it is a curious, modern, undifferentiated anger,
provoking laughs from the sound track, and providing the little
dramas with a kind of energizing dynamic—sometimes the only
dynamic. At the beginning of an episode of “The Jeffersons,”
George Jefferson enters his new apartment already angry—
vaguely and generally angry. Maude, in “Maude,” appears to be
angry at Walter, in one particular instance, for eating too much,
but clearly—clearly to the audience—she is just angry: it is a state
of being, interrupted periodically by stage-business jokes or
stage-business sentiment, or sometimes stage-business problems.
What is notable here is that anger in a Norman Lear comedy isn’t
something isolated or set apart—as with, say, Sheridan Whiteside
in George Kaufman and Moss Hart’s “The Man Who Came to
Dinner,” or in the traditional routines of “insult comedians.”” It
has become part of the spirit of the occasion, like music in a
musical comedy. Also, as with the characters themselves, who,
despite their fits of problem-solving and self-awareness, return
each week to the same unserial starting point, it is a rage that
rarely extends much into the future, or even into the present. An
individual outburst of temper may sometimes produce a concrete
result, such as the disruption of a dinner, but for the most part
these acts of the new anger are strangely actionless, and, in any
case, are soon automatically defused and retracted. King Lear’s
rage has travelled, by way of Sheridan Whiteside’s irritability, into
the release-rhetoric of the psychotherapist’s waiting room.

Modern, psychiatrically inspired or induced ambivalence may,
indeed, be the key dramatic principle behind this new genre of
popular entertainment. A step is taken, and then a step back. A
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gesture is made and then withdrawn—blurred into distracting
laughter, or somehow forgotten. This seems especially true in the
area of topicality—topical themes—which is supposed to be where
Mr. Lear’s chief contribution to new forms of comedy lies. For it is
in Norman Lear comedies that the mass-entertainment public has
first been persuaded to deal regularly with serious contemporary
social subjects such as racism (”All in the Family”), alcoholism
(“Maude”), black middle-class striving (“The Jeffersons”), and
black lower-class problems (“Good Times”), and with a hodge-
podge of traditionally unacceptable social and sexual situations
(“mot L armiMoRe”). With or without the help of contemporary
trends, what Mr. Lear has done in this regard is no mean
achievement. He has taken a lot of the subjects that people
privately talked or thought about, in between watching game
shows, detective shows, and stand-up comedians, and put those
subjects into mass-entertainment programming. His shows don’t
explicitly claim to be constructive or dogmatic, although the
writers (and presumably Mr. Lear) are not averse to throwing in
periodic doses of social democracy, but they do implicitly claim to
be topical.

As things work out, though, it is a curious kind of topicality.
The subject seems to be there—for instance, financial problems
stemming from the recession, in a recent episode of “"Maude”’—
but the actuality of the subject soon dissolves into the texture of
the aforementioned vague anger, or else into a new type of
ambivalence, which has been effected by employing fast cutting
and the claque sound track. For example, in a recent episode of
“HoT L BALTIMORE” the main drama concerned the breakup of a
long-standing homosexual ménage involving two hotel tenants—
the middle-aged George and Gordon, with George clearly the
“wife” in the pair—as a result of George’s decision to spend two
evenings out of each week studying law. Interestingly, the roles of
George and Gordon were cast with a fair amount of sympathy and
contemporary realism; at least, the actors and their parts were
several cuts above the traditional mass-entertainment depiction of
limp-wristed effeminacy a la Billy De Wolfe. The tilt of the
drama—rather more a vignette—seemed human, and even seri-
ous, but then the mood would suddenly shift, almost in mid-
dialogue, into an old-timey gag or a cheap laugh played off the
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invisible audience. At one point—supposedly a key moment—the
youthful and well-intentioned but dopey hotel manager appears
on the scene to try to patch things up between the two separating
roommates. The scene requires him to shake hands with George.
George, quite dignified, extends his hand. The camera cuts to the
hotel manager mugging his straight-arrow distaste. Then we see
George, playing it seriously. Then back to the hotél manager,
alternately rolling his eyes, shuffling his feet, and continuing to
mug he-man embarrassment while the sound track variously
giggles, sniggers, guffaws, and breathes a chorus-like sigh of relief
when the handshake is finally consummated. What seemed
unusual about the scene was that the other actors onstage were
directed to play it seriously. In other words, the caption on the
picture, so to speak, said that we were watching a human, realistic,
albeit comedic treatment of a contemporary “social problem,” but
in fact the figures in the portrait were dissolving into images of
our own (and perhaps their creator’s) anxieties and ambivalences:
into a caricature of the homosexual’s role in our society, which the
“caption” was attempting to deny. Similarly, in a recent episode of
“The Jeffersons” the dramatic vignette concerned a tenants’ party
in the family’s new apartment, in a predominantly white, upper-
middle-class building, which George Jefferson had decided to give
in order to show off to his neighbors and impress an important
white banker with his cultivation. Predictably, the party was a
social disaster. A funny “colored maid” went screaming around
the room. When an effete, English-type tenant asked for "a
Scotch—neat,” one of the Jeffersons said, “Don’t worry, you'll get
a clean glass.” George Jefferson had ordered, sight unseen, a grand
piano, which none of the family could play, and it was delivered
into the middle of the living room, so that everybody tripped over
it. And so forth. But none of the people onstage batted an eye. If
the real point of the story was that the Jeffersons were pushy,
arriviste, inept, but unfortunately there—in fact, were uppity—it
was not a point acknowledged, or even touched upon, except very
slightly, by the rest of the cast. There were no haughty looks and
contemptuous sneers from the other posh tenants—the way the
ritzy people used to look at Charlie Chaplin when he stumbled
into the wrong salon. The only way you’d know that the party was
an embarrassment was from the sound track, which, with its
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shrieks and giggles at the awkward moments, keyed the real
audience: Yes, the Jeffersons are uppity. We can’t say it too loud,
because that would be wrong. In fact, we're going to play it on the
level with those other stage tenants, perhaps—Lord knows—en-
couraging real tenants somewhere to play it on the level with real
Jeffersons. But in the meantime let’s let our anxieties and
ambivalences work up the real drama, and let’s have a laugh.

Even so, if what could mainly be said of Norman Lear’s
comedies was that they were on the cheap side, playing serious
topical subjects for easy laughs—with a few jokes and snarls and
much professional expertise thrown in—that wouldn’t be very
new or very interesting, and I don’t think it would account for Mr.
Lear’s enormous success. It may well be that Lear does more with
topical humor than comedians and comedy writers before him
have done, but topicality isn’t his invention, nor is exploiting it a
new device, recently discovered. Indeed, American mass-enter-
tainment producers have exploited audience “seriousness” for
generations, as with the Classics-comics pageantry of Cecil B. De
Mille, or with Stanley Kramer’s “message” films, or with ""The
Defenders” on television, or even with the slick good-think of the
Smothers Brothers and the political wisecracks of Bob Hope and
“Laugh-In.” Topicality doesn’t really seem to be what Mr. Lear
does best—nor does comedy seem to be his strongest card. After
watching a great many of Mr. Lear’s six shows this past season, I
suspect that what is most fascinating about the works of Norman
Lear is that they are our first true “media” dramas.

Consider briefly how American mass-audience comedy has
evolved in the past fifty years. For much of this time, comedy—
both in print and onstage—was trapped within the joke: the
one-liner, the two-liner, the set piece, the funny bit. From these
beginnings, with the joke presented as separate or disconnected
from ordinary life, came the more expansive—albeit still discon-
nected—narrative joke or funny story: “Nothing but the Truth”;
“Bringing Up Baby”; “Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein.”
On television, the funny story survives in such now old-fashioned
programs as “Hogan’s Heroes” or “Gilligan’s Island” (as, indeed,
vaudeville one-liners still survive with Bob Hope), but, for the
most part, during the last generation television—as if it had
prenatally digested “The Pickwick Papers” or at least “Life with
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Father“—has expanded humor from the isolated joke into the
so-called family comedy. In “’I Love Lucy” and “The Honeymoon-
ers’”” and “The Beverly Hillbillies” and countless other shows, the
surface emphasis was still on jokes—Lucy finds a wallet, wins a
contest, loses a handbag—but the joke sector of life had been
enlarged to include not merely a comedian onstage talking about
farmers’ daughters but much of ordinary family life, if a rather
stylized version of it. Lucy at first was not a real woman, although
she had many of the appurtenances of a real woman—modest
house, noisy kitchen, gossipy neighbors—but she ended up
actually having babies and bringing up children. More recently,
Dick Van Dyke and then Mary Tyler Moore expanded the terrain
of family comedy further, replacing the home family with the job
family, and fashioning, as in the case of the current “Rhoda” and
“The Mary Tyler Moore Show,” more or less “real” people to go
with the ““real” problems and comedy situations. Still, “Mary” and
“Rhoda” have remained by and large in the conventional mold of
families dealing with family situations—either home family situa-
tions, such as boyfriends or dieting or mothers-in-law, or job
family situations, such as office misadventures or employment
rivalries.

The comedies of Norman Lear are probably new in that they
seem to depend mainly neither on jokes nor on funny stories, nor
even on family—although they often give the appearance of
depending on all three—but on the new, contemporary conscious-
ness of “media.” By this I mean that the base of the Lear programs
is not so much the family and its problems as it is the
commonality that seems to have been created largely by television
itself, with its outpouring of casual worldliness and its ability to
propel—as with some giant, invisible electric-utility feeder line—
vast, undifferentiated quantities of topical information, problem-
discussions, psychiatric terminology, and surface political and
social involvement through the national bloodstream. Thomas
Jefferson, it is said, wrestled for a lifetime with the dark, felt
concerns of intermarriage and miscegenation, and it is high time
that Americans should be able to deal freely and rationally with
such historically taboo matters. Now in the space of a single week,
in two Norman Lear shows, the subject of mixed marriage twice
breezes blithely by, accompanied by the usual defusing jokes and
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the laughter of the sound track. Have we come this far so
suddenly? In which case, who are we? Doubtless we are the same
people who, as informed adults and media children, discuss, with
all the appearance of passion and involvement, events that have
occurred in places we have no knowledge of and had no previous
interest in, and with implications we have rarely examined, or
tried to connect backward or forward to other events—but events
that now sit there and exist in the new consciousness in the
manner of found objects, tuned into by interested and uninter-
ested parties alike.

Mr. Lear is surely not the first explorer to have stumbled on this
pool of media-informed consciousness, but he is the first man, as
far as I can tell, to have so formally and so successfully tapped it
for the purposes of mass entertainment. It is perhaps not a step
higher, but it is a step forward. Ancient drama, one might say, was
concerned primarily with the act as act—as the dynamic of drama.
Modern drama has gradually interposed motive and guilt as the
kinetic forces. Now, maybe, we are treading dizzily into a new
phase, where both act and motive have blurred or receded and
what we are left with onstage (or onscreen) is the strange dynamic
of a ubiquitous, unfeeling, unknowing, discursive collective con-
sciousness. Beginning with the comedies of Norman Lear—as
Aristophanes might have been the first to appreciate—we have
finally been plugged in to our own Talk Show: connected to
nothing except the assumption of being connected to something,
which for the time being appears to be our new bond and our new
family.
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COUNTERS IN THE SOCIAL DRAMA:
SOME NOTES ON
“ALL IN THE FAMILY"”

“All in the Family” is obviously more than just another television
series. With an audience in the tens of millions, continuing critical
acclaim, and a willingness to treat controversial issues, it is a
cultural “event’’ and a source of considerable influence on modern
society. As a rhetorical document, “All in the Family” works to
sustain fundamental myths about American society, contains
conflicts which threaten to disrupt it, and provides a comic frame
through which even its most telling failures may still be inte-
grated. The “family” is a pivotal symbol. Through it we are, as
individuals, invited to see ourselves once again as part of a larger
social unit, a collective more ancient and more immediate than
state or nation. The family is the primal unit. “All in the Family,”
however, does not establish relations by blood alone. Even
neighbors belong. An old man on the street after a fire who
decides not to return to the home for the aged becomes part of the
family, an honorary grandparent. America, one of the founding
myths holds, includes all peoples, all races, all religions, the
young, the old, the Black and the White, Catholic and Jew. This is
an article of faith in “All in the Family,” all of us are of the family.

Another fundamental myth of American society, one likely to

Philip Wander teaches in the Speech-Communications Department at California
State University, San Jose. This essay is reprinted from The Journal of Popular Culture,
Vol. VIII, No. 4 (Spring 1975), by permission of the publisher.
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be questioned during periods of economic depression, is the belief
that anyone, through hard work, honesty, and perseverance, can
get ahead. Michael Stivick, young, lower middle class, Polish boy
has moved out of his class by reason of his education and his
culture. The liberal middle-class attitudes he apparently learned
through higher education. It is this same liberal ethos which gives
Lionel Jefferson, the young Black living next door to the Bunkers,
hope to move ahead of his parents, who, in turn, have moved up
out of Harlem into the Bunker neighborhood. Archie himself,
however, can rise no higher in the social order. He is frozen, not
only because of his job on the loading dock (which offers no
prospect for advancement) but because of his unwillingness to
share in the culture of the upward bound. He is victimized by
material circumstance; he victimizes himself in his perverse view
of the world.

Human worth is not judged solely by material and cultural
achievement. There is one’s spiritual condition. Within the
“Family,” it is Edith who symbolizes spiritual transcendence in the
face of oppression, stupidity, and economic stagnation. True her
ascent wobbles at times, her dumb stare into the murkiest
complexity becomes evidence of a kind of mystical experience
allowing her to transform ugly paradox into beautiful and
compelling simplicity. Irene, her next door neighbor, sits over the
kitchen table wondering for a moment about Edith’s sanity, but
senses the benevolent glow Edith passes over everything even in
the face of the most obtuse personal rejection. Edith—who runs to
the door to kiss her husband and give him a hug at the end of the
day, each time to be rebuffed by Archie who seems embarrassed
by any but the most belligerent emotions. Edith—who treds over
logic, circumstance, and habit to affirm a humanity not to be
denied even in the realization that she purchases this sublimity
through consigning herself to a lifetime of domestic drudgery.

#All in the Family” is a tragi-comedy. Archie and Edith, White,
Anglo-Saxon, Protestant, settle slowly to the bottom, Archie
resplendent in his resolution not to admit any sign of decay,
measuring all others against what he believes he acquired by right
of birth; Edith playing out the role fate seems to have given her,
trying through love to hold together what little remains and
encouraging in fumbling, ineffectual gesture of what ought to be,
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a sort of domesticated Jane Addams, cheerful in the slums. At
times she is stricken with the most penetrating insight. She asks
Mike: “Do you know why Archie picks on you so? Because he’s
jealous of you. Archie ain’t going nowhere. He never had the
chance you had, and it hurts him.” The lower middle-class,
uncertified WASP whose feelings of superiority regularly crunch
into social reality flails about in a gloom relieved only by the utter
gracelessness of the flailing. The upwardbound lower middle class
Blacks, the Jeffersons next door, follow a similar pattern. Mr.
Jefferson is not moving much further and consolidates his gains,
his flight from his impoverished Black world, and the punishment
of a White-dominated social structure, through a belief in Black
superiority. Mrs. Jefferson, like Edith, is the saintly presence in the
Jefferson household. More assertive, more worldly and practical
than Edith, still she binds her world together with love, dragging
her man snorting and bawling into the light.

Each character on the “Family” is a counter in a larger reality of
social conflict: White racist, Black racist, non-violent White saint,
non-violent Black saint, young White liberal, young Black liberal,
woman’s liber, domestic slave, middle age reactionary, middle age
liberal. Archie, the prototype male chauvinist; Irene who fixes
appliances, hustles pool, married to Frank who does the cooking
and the housework. Archie, uptight heterosexual, and his friend, a
pro-football player, an avowed, happy homosexual. “All in the
Family” is encounter writ large. Symbolic worlds press in on one
another in face-to-face conversation creating a space in which to
explore the personal experience of social conflict. But no matter
how serious the clash, there are definite rules under which it takes
place. All conflict is non-violent. Bunker and Jefferson may puff
themselves into the most threatening creatures, but they never
reach for a weapon or throw a punch. Conflict is softened, either
through outright compromise, making good the counterfeit
twenty dollar bill Archie unwittingly passed off on Jefferson to pay
a cleaning bill, or through comic relief, Archie the complete butt
of all the preceding, allowed at the close to sit in his chair
sputtering “dingbat”” at his hapless wife who seems to enjoy even
this little attention. As a rule, all political and social views are balanced.
No one character or point of view is allowed to dominate. No
matter how perverse a view, its negation will be voiced; thus, no
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one in the audience need feel that his or her opinions have been
silenced. In each show there is always a sense of tolerance. Redneck,
fag, racist, pinko-liberal, no one counter is portrayed as hateful. At
its worst a counter becomes ludicrous, not evil. Archie, delivered
of one of his racist comments, immediately plays the fool; he
mispronounces a word, overlooks the most obvious facts, contra-
dicts what he had said only moments before. Dramatically the
transaction goes: illiberal tirade to folly to failure. Even the bigot is
merely absurd.

But while bigotry is continually satirized within the “Family,”
the question which must be asked is: how do those of us who
hunger to hear our point of view expressed on television respond
to Archie’s telling of it? Do we hear Mike’s stunning rejoinder, or
is it not quite so stunning, perhaps only a bit of white noise in
between what really counts? Is Mike’s response clinching for one
audience and merely a temporary annoyance for another which
has at last had its view of the world legitimized by the media? The
enormous popularity of the “Family” suggests that it may
function as a giant ink blot in the media allowing us to read into
the drama what we will. The success of the enterprise may lie in
part in allowing each counter to speak in the vernacular of the
sub-culture, social class, ethnic group, he or she represents. There
is some evidence which bears on this question. In the Winter,
1974, issue of the Journal of Communication, there appears an article
by Neil Vidmar and Milton Rokeach entitled, ”Archie Bunker’s
Bigotry.” These writers surveyed some two hundred students
attending a small mid-western high school. One of the questions
they asked was, “Generally speaking, at the end of the program
does Archie win or lose?” Forty percent of the respondents
thought Archie won. When the respondents were divided on the
basis of a personality inventory into high prejudice and low
prejudice groups, the results were even more disturbing. Among
the high prejudice group, when asked to choose between Mike
and Archie, who do you like or admire, 38% said they liked
Archie. When asked about the use of ethnic slurs, 22% of this
group said they did not think the practice was wrong. Yet there
was some encouraging information. Again among the high
prejudiced group, when asked whether Mike or Archie made
better sense, 10% thought Archie, 44% thought Mike made better
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sense. Among the low prejudiced group on the same question,
only 3% chose Archie, while 43% chose Mike. The authors also
asked, “In 20 years will your attitudes and values be most similar
to Archie or to one of the other main characters?” Among the low
prejudiced, 7% and among the high prejudiced 16% thought they
would hold attitudes and values similar to Archie’s; 39% and 37%
of these two groups thought they would be nearer the values and
attitudes of other characters on the show. Vidmar and Rokeach’s
findings suggests that satirical control of even the most outrageous
opinions on television does not automatically inform viewer
response.

“All in the Family” raises social issues, but does not offer
political solutions. Instead it offers a frame within which to
understand social conflict. It aims at enlightenment, and as
Kenneth Burke reminds us in his book Attitudes Toward History the
“progress of humane enlightenment can go no further than in
picturing people not as vicious, but as mistaken. When you add
that people are necessarily mistaken, that all people are exposed to
situations in which they must act as fools, that every insight
contains its own special kind of blindness, you complete the comic
circle, returning again to the lesson of great tragedy” (p. 41). The
comic frame, of course, has its limitations. In the interest of
political stability, we may turn away from conflict and pass our
time watching the parade, each person an actor, this one
lamenting, that one angry, the one over there shouting obsceni-
ties, each moving toward the inevitable end. This is a compelling
and relatively safe vision in troubled times. The critic, in the comic
frame, becomes a spectator following the peculiarities of the actors
in the train. The stuff of this vision is the peculiar, the odd, the
absurd gesture or character trait. The stuff of comedy is eccentric-
ity, of tragedy human suffering. Suffering is talked about in the
“Family”; it is no small triumph that the issues raised week after
week on the “Family” have to do with racial and sexual
discrimination, problems of aging, and the inadequacies of big
government. The Lucy we all loved in the 1950s was transfixed by
get-rich-quick schemes, jealousy, and domestic conspiracy. Yet
the problems on ““All in the Family” come serially, a cause a week,
disembodied, frustrating, ultimately unfathomable. In the end
these problems become like fate itself, indestructible, a test of our
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personal qualities. The proper response is not political; it would be
naive to think that American television would tolerate a series
which would advocate specific solutions to social problems. The
heroes on network series tend to be quite orthodox; dozens are
members of law enforcement agencies. The interest in most shows
has been the identification and correction of social deviant,
whether it be the childish error or social faux pas in family shows,
or the actual violation of law in the legal melodramas. I do not
recall any series, for example, in which the hero organizes political
rallies. Perhaps it just wouldn’t sell. Instead of political activity
there emerges the pale promise of personal salvation if one will
only feel the right feeling, rail the proper rail, make the
appropriate donation. ”All in the Family” has come to be a secular
Sunday school, gently exhorting us to do right, hinting at a better
world if we will only lovingly persevere in what we are already
doing.

And as in Sunday school, everything is purified, softened about
the sharper edges. A Jewish activist dies off stage in a bombed car.
The only casualty. A few statistics, a little righteous indignation,
but no bodies, no malnutrition, no spittle dribbling down the chin
of someone making a meal out of a can of cat food. The
eighty-year-old “grandfather” does a dance, tells charming fables,
is altogether active and inspiring. It is important that our elders
appear on television in roles other than as shills for pain killers,
laxatives, and denture adhesives. But "All in the Family’s”
resolution of the problems of the aged in American society is
instructive: if only old folks would move in with one another,
resolve not to get married, so as to save on their Social Security
checks, and get a little help from the Edith Bunkers of the world,
they could make it. If only good liberals can climb to the top of
the pyramid, emerging out of graduate schools to teach the young,
to man and woman the technostructure, to appreciate the
sacrifices their fathers made while they attended school, to look
after them in their old age, to convey a new world to their
children; this is the pious hope of “All in the Family.” The people
at the cleaners, down at the local bar, living in the house next door
share with us a common vision of humanity. We are different; we
do disagree; we even shout at one another. But we are all members
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of the family of man. And this vision is available to all of us at
least once a week, on CBS.

Taking the notion of family in its ordinary social meaning, that
of father, mother, children, living and working together, it
becomes clear that “All in the Family,” along with the other
family shows on television, relate realities of economic life. All is
nostalgia. One may sit on the 20th floor of an office building and
hum along with John Denver, “I'd rather be a cowboy; I'd rather
ride the range.” But the range is gone, the sky is blackened, and
the buffalo don’t roam down Wilshire Boulevard. The American
family is not quite that rare a beast, but in some tract housing
areas in California the divorce rate is 80%. The extended family is
almost as rare as a clear, sunshiny day. Television does look back.
Most of us are, | suppose, wistful in our living rooms. But the
Bunkers, as a family, serve a somewhat different purpose, and for
that reason do not invoke the family myth nearly as well as “The
Waltons.”

The difference between these two series is, when we think
about it, obvious. There is no counterpart to Archie Bunker on the
Waltons. Why? Because Archie is wholly unfit to raise children.
This is precisely the point at which satire would lapse into
tragedy. The attempt by Archie and for that matter, Edith, to raise
a small child, conveying, if only by example, their own attitudes
and values, would be pathetic. We can accept Archie because he is
not persuading others, because he is completely boxed in, laughed
at, frustrated, ridiculous in his graspings at lapel-flag solutions.
Gloria exhibits virtually none of Archie’s influence. She is the
ideal synthesis of Archie’s will and Edith’s compassion. She never
shows any of the strain of having her father raging deep inside her
own psyche. She never reminds us of Archie’s ugliness, his
pounding and shouting and instilling his grotesque world into the
young. There are no children in “All in the Family,” at least none
who can be or have been bent out of shape.

Still, after we have vented our liberal spleen on poor old Archie,
and after we register our objections to his belligerence, insensitiv-
ity, his inability to love or relate beyond a blustery wave, there is
something which raises him above the villain and the fool. Above
all, Archie is indomitable. He goes to the loading dock every day

41



SEEING TELEVISION

knowing that it is hard work, and that it will be a bad day. He
asserts his understanding of the world knowing it will be rejected.
He keeps on coming, a corpulent, slower, middle aged, bejowled
Jimmy Cagney, scrapping against all odds. He will not adapt. And
in his unwillingness to change, Archie serves both our nostalgia
for inner directed individualism in a nation of clerks and our need
to believe that this particular species of individualism is dying out.
Therefore, we can study its peculiarities, laugh at its outrages, take
courage from its imperviousness to economic and social forces so
far beyond its control that, in Archie’s variation, it can only be
maintained through a binding of illusion, delusion, and barbarity.
Still there he stands, genus Americanus, circa 1850, the pioneer
spirit in modern times.
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CAROL TRAYNOR WILLIAMS

IT'S NOT SO MUCH,
“YOU'VE COME A LONG WAY, BABY"—
AS
“YOU'RE GONNA MAKE IT
AFTER ALL”

As Mary Tyler Moore goes, so goes the nation. —Maupe

The genre “sitcom” is both popular and significant as TV art and
as documentary of our time. Among sitcoms, The Mary Tyler Moore
Show is one of the most significant, as revealed by its subject
matter and the ideas, values and feelings it expresses about that
subject matter. This show, and its form, has changed considerably
since its beginning in the 1970-71 season, and in so doing has
expanded the conventions of the sitcom form significantly. Its
change in both content and form reveals that the MTM show is a
story about women in our time which has expanded its woman'’s
world to encompass, as Maude’s neighbor Arthur put it, “the
nation.”

That these two interests—the show’s comic and social values—
are not unrelated can be seen in what Carl Reiner and Sheldon
Leonard said, not about MTM but about situation comedy, a TV
genre they had a lot to do with creating. As far back as 1963, when
they were interviewed in Television Quarterly, Reiner and Leonard
agreed that situation comedies could include “social comments”
and “ethical concepts.” ! More important to our study of the form,

' All references to Reiner and Leonard are to “"Comedy on Television: A

Carol Traynor Williams is on the faculty of Roosevelt University, Chicago. This
essay is reprinted from The Journal of Popular Culture, Vol. VII, No. 4 (Spring 1974),
by permission of the publisher.
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they implied that the term “sitcom” is a misnomer, and that any
analysis of situation comedy should primarily be analysis of its
characters. These characters, Reiner said, should be recognizable,
representative people, not exotics, and they should be developed
with “integrity and consistency.” The “laughs,” he said, really
don’t come from situations but from the “interplay” between the
characters and situations. In their emphasis on realistic characters
and their (cautious) acceptance of serious content, Reiner and
Leonard reveal the vital conventions from which MTM grew. But
when they define sitcom, they describe MTM only in telling us
what it is not. In this, though, they help us see why it stands out.

The key to a successful sitcom, according to Reiner, is the
“stand-up comedian’ rather than the “comedy actor”: an Andy
Griffith rather than a Sid Caesar, he said. Too much acting—such
as we get from a Caesar—misleads the audience from “the laugh.”
“ like to load every moment with the possibility for laughs,” said
Reiner. “If I must have a straight scene it should lead directly to
something . . . funny.”

Now we are close to a definition of MTM. The highly praised
“troupe” that supports the star, Mary Tyler Moore, certainly acts.
And each episode contains not only funny scenes but poignant
scenes and—most important to this show’s unique personality—
scenes of interplay between the regular characters which serve the
plot not at all, but instead clarify and deepen the relationship
between these characters. This sitcom works precisely because it is
not the Reiner type series of funny scenes led by a stand-up
comedienne, but rather a continuing comic-drama about a group
of human beings who are connected to and care about each other,
and with whom we are made to feel a connection and concern.

The emphasis is on character—as in All In The Family and
M*A*S*H, it is on socio-political issues and in The Odd Couple
(etc.), it is on “the laugh.” MTM does what the usual prime time
TV series, drama or comedy, does not do: it develops character. In
most series (except soap operas), the regular characters do not
change.? In each episode conflict is introduced, and resolved at the

Dialogue Between Sheldon Leonard and Carl Reiner,” in Television: The Creative
Experience; A Survey of Anglo-American Programs, ed. A. William Bluem and Roger
Manvell. (New York: Hastings House, 1967), pp. 96-7, 103.

2Gee David Feldman, “The Aesthetic of Soap Operas,” paper presented at the
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end of the half hour. Suspense comes from how the conflict will
be resolved and the series regulars returned to normal. As Paul
Monash puts it, It is very difficult to write good drama when your
hero is a repetitious man who does not develop, in terms of
himself, over the course of 30 hours in a year.”? In MTM the
regulars do change—though slowly, slightly, and only some of
them. Mary Richards (Ms. Moore) and Lou Grant (Ed Asner) alone
have changed significantly. Mary, especially in the 1973-74
season, has become more professional, independent, competitive,
in short, more liberated. Lou, in the 1973-74 recurring complica-
tion of his wife’s leaving him in order to learn more about herself,
is changing from the stereotypical Boss to a vulnerable, appealing
human being, learning about himself. But in other episodes Lou is
all too often old irascible Lou.

Nor have the other regulars changed conclusively: Murray
(Gavin MacLeod), not at all; Rhoda (Valerie Harper), some, a
softening; Ted (Ted Knight), a humanizing which suggests both
vulnerability and dignity beneath his still active, always comic
egomania. Too often though, Ted becomes the silly butt or Rhoda
the whiplash, for the sake of “the laugh.” Yet all in all, it seems
that MTM's creators are pushing against the boundaries of their
popular art form, trying to change their regulars from static to
dynamic characters. In a recent interview, Ed Asner revealed their
anxiety that Lou’s separation would hurt their ratings (it hasn’t),
but he also implied their consciousness that they are expanding
sitcom’s dimensions: ” "We think [the separation story] is a golden
opportunity to explore the subject of divorce . . . with someone
. . . you see week after week.”” * (Another sign of this conscious-
ness is Lou’s final line in the episode where his wife leaves him: "It
wasn’t going to end like this.”)

In normal human fashion—i.e., inconsistently and imperfectly
—the MTM company seems to be creating itself as a company
auteur, expressive in a certain style that expands the conventions of

Popular Culture Association convention, Milwaukee, 1-2 May 1974: an excellent
structural analysis of “soaps.”

3 Ray Bradbury, David Chandler, Paul Monash and Barry Trivers, “A Writers’
Symposium,” in Television: The Creative Experience, p. 64.

*Bob Rose, “Ed Asner—showing Lou Grant’s mild side,” Chicago Daily News, 10
January 1974, Sec. 4, p. 43, col. 7.
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its popular art form.® That certain style is particularly and
essentially a gift for humanizing the stereotypical characters of
situation comedy. It is avant-garde; it seems trend-setting. (Alan
Alda currently characterizes the “humanist philosophy” of
M*A*S*H in nearly the same words | have used to describe MTM:
. . . theintroduction of feeling. . . . [Aseriesnow]isless . . . a
vaudeville sketch, more . . . a play about believable people.” ¢)
Even now devotees of MTM will find dated the definition of
situation comedy in the volume on popular culture in the Dial
Press “American Bicentennial History”: Situation comedies “deal
in neither sex, nor issues, nor problems, but only laughter.” ?

Only laughter. I checked my opposing conclusions with MTM’s
“Executive Story Consultant,” Treva Silverman (18 March 1974).
She confirmed that its creators are a company auteur. "Whatever
happens, happens spontaneously,” she says—I think because this
is an extraordinarily like-minded group, led by its original and still
totally involved creators, Jim Brooks and Allen Burns, and by
producer Ed Weinberger. “There’s tremendous self-commitment
and personally putting yourself on the line in story conferences,”
she says. One example: Ms. Silverman (who describes herself as
the “tedious,” serious one, especially on women’s issues) was
working with Ed Weinberger on a story about Lou and his wife
having a “smashing” fight. She assumed that the episode would
end with reconciliation; the only “victory” she hoped for was that
the reconciliation would be preceded by Lou’s capitulating to
Edie’s argument. Then Executive Producers Brooks and Burns
appeared, and one of them suddenly said, “ "How about if they
don’t reconcile? ”

And thus was born the Lou-Edie separation. (“I really got a chill
down my spine,” Treva says.) Will Lou and Edie reconcile? Not

s Although they are a company and not an individual, MTM seems to fit John
Cawelti’s definition of the auteur as a creator “within a framework of . ..
conventional structures and commercial imperatives,” who nonetheless stamps the
conventional with his own “artistic personality” (“An Aesthetic of Popular
Culture,” Journal of Popular Culture, 2, Fall 1971, 264).

6 Robert Berkvist, “"M*A*S*H Is His P*A*S*S*I*O*N,” New York Times, 19 May
1974, Sec. II, p. 19, col. 6.

7 Russel Nye, The Unembarrassed Muse: The Popular Arts in America. (New York: The
Dial Press, 1970), p. 412.
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decided—but Ms. Silverman is sure that the answer will come as
spontaneously as the separation. She would find it more interest-
ing to keep Lou a separated middle-aged man (“we have Murray
for a married man”), but maybe sometime next year, she says, it
will seem interesting to show the middle-aged couple trying a
second marriage. In any case this momentous question for MTM
fans will be decided because someone in the company “gets an
idea,” or because of boredom. (The reason Ted began to be
humanized was that his role as butt got “boring”—and yes, Ms.
Silverman agrees that “we’re not consistent about Ted’s charac-
ter.”)

If all this spontaneity suggests accident rather than artistic
design, it also suggests the normal, proper way of creating for a
company. | asked Treva Silverman if the growing complexity of at
least some of the series’ regulars was designed, and she implied
that that too came spontaneously when she answered by telling
me how it began: with the story (which she wrote) about Rhoda’s
losing weight. This, she said, grew from producer Jim Brook’s
recognizing how “‘great” "’Val” [Harper] looked after losing
weight, and saying, ” ‘'we have to do a story about it.”” From this,
Ms. Silverman said, grew “awareness that as the actors change, we
have to change what they do as characters.”

| am certain after my conversation with Treva Silverman that
the spontaneous creativity of the MTM company grows from a
bedrock of craftsmanship—the deep-down, assumed feel for
conventions that sees one character, the married middle-aged
man, as the balance for another, the separated middle-aged man.
Ms. Silverman noted off-handedly something | had never discov-
ered in the show’s design—and if | had, you would probably have
thought me pretentious. We have an “abrasive influence,” she
said, in both the home’” and “the office”: this provides “built-in
conflict, of course.” (The abrasive influence in the office is Ted
Baxter; at home it is Phyllis Lindstrom [Cloris Leachman], Mary’s
and Rhoda’s landlady.) Solid craftsmanship supports this series,
and humanism makes it soar.

It wasn’t always this way with MTM. At the beginning it had
one big strike against it: its star seemed a loser as a star. A good
wife to Dick Van Dyke, she had subsequently “bombed” (her
word) on Broadway and in Hollywood; and for a while, probably
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until 1973 when she finally joined the MTM troupe in winning
Emmies, she seemed second (at least) banana on her own show.
Partly the problem was her comedy style: ” ‘My forte is not being
funny, but reacting in a funny way to those around me.’”®
Largely though, it developed from an accident that initially must
have surprised Ms. Moore as much as it did the show’s viewers:
the acting spark that ignited a creative glow among the individuals
in the supporting cast and made a company out of them. This
companionship, still almost ungiue on TV ? has been critical to the
show’s character and its success. If we remember Ms. Silverman’s
report of Jim Brooks’ response to Val Harper’s losing weight, we
can see that as the MTM company came to life it caused the change
in the show’s emphasis from humor to humanistic values.

At the start MTM had something else going for it even more
than its “supporting” actors. That was its concern with an
imperative social issue, women’s rights. Inmediately, critics found
Mary a refreshingly “subversive” antidote to Nanny and Carol
Brady, and to all the nameless commercial women slaving,
bright-smiled, over their waxy floors and greasy ovens. In the
show’s first two months, to Life's surprise as to ours, Mary got
herself a job as Girl Friday in Minneapolis TV station W]M’s
newsroom and served neither coffee nor “her” men’s egos. Instead
she produced her own program, and even nominated herself for
an award.” Since then she has gone on grappling with Lou Grant
for fair pay, more responsibility, and equal human regard. In a
1973-74 season episode, for example, she gets to hire her first staff
person, a sportscaster. She agonizes over the decision, and then
when it is made and the new man’s first broadcast smoothly
accomplished, she bursts out in frustration: so much agony over
such a small decision. It is a frustration that speaks to all
administrative women, but it is a subtle one, and hence it is
important that it climaxes a TV sitcom episode.

8 Malcolm McPherson, “MTM and Her All-Star Team,” Newsweek, 29 January
1973, p. 60.

9 The Bob Newhart Show, also produced by Mary Tyler Moore Productions, also
looks increasingly like the work of a company. As with MTM, the growth of the
Newhart company seems interiocked with growing realism, complexity and concern
with human values in characterization and situations.

10 John Leonard, “The Subversive Mary Tyler Moore,” Life, 18 December 1970,
p. 8.
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But though women’s issues, especially women’s professional
issues, remain as they have been from the series’ inception, an
integral part of its “sits,” more and more, and especially in the
1973-74 season, other social issues have been added: the genera-
tion gap (between Rhoda and her “Ma,” who only wants to be her
“friend”—and to get her married; and between Mary and her
father, whom she suddenly realizes she has never really known);
homosexuality and “the affair” (but not among regulars!); and to
some extent (compatible with this series’ value of human dignity),
the sex lives of the regular characters. The main story in 1973-74
has been the middle-aged woman'’s crisis of identity—and subse-
quently, her man’s crisis. These “social issues” are fundamentally
human issues, and the key to the change in MTM'’s content is that
they are treated as the concerns of realistically vulnerable human
beings. When Edie tells Lou, as she leaves their home after
twenty-six years of marriage, that she has leaned on him since she
was nineteen and now she needs to know what it’s like to be
depressed and not have him to fall back on, at this moment she is
real—and educational—in a way that jargon such as “crisis of
identity,” or a militant posture of “liberation,” can never be.

The change in MTM from the Reiner “laugh is all”” formula to
the human comedy is also seen in the relationship between Rhoda
and Mary. Critics are still calling Rhoda Mary’s "brassy contrast,”
probably because this is what they expect from sitcom’s friend-
ships between women (cf. Ethel Mertz—Vivian Vance—Lucy’s
neighbor in [ Love Lucy). In the beginning of MTM this was so, but
while Rhoda is still more “tart-tongued” than Mary, in the course
of the series the two women have grown more alike.

Mary has toughened: she stammers less; she stands up more to
Lou; she acts competitively, at least with other TV stations. But
she—Mary Tyler Moore—has also been humanized. From "Goody
Two-Shoes” she has grown into that rare thing, the Star who
opens herself to ridicule—as in one of the series most startling
episodes (from the 1972-73 season), which turns on her facing a
public appearance when she has a cold and nothing right to wear
(as venerable a plot as you could find in sitcom-land). The climax
of this episode is her appearance on the podium in a truly dowdy
dress, really lank hair, and really, truly looking sick as she
blubbers her troubles into the mike: a scene realistic enough to
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hurt. A Lucy Ball may get a pie in her face; but so far as [ know,
this MTM episode represented the first time a female TV star
portrayed her own humiliation in a realistic story.

As Mary has both toughened and been made vulnerable, Rhoda
has softened. She still “bites”’—as in the 1973-74 episode in which
she tells some twenty-year-olds that their nostalgia of the '50’s is
her life. But she has also come to show love for a man, and pain
when it ends. “Why do the honest people always get clobbered?”
her friend Mary cries out at the end of this affair (10 Nov. 1973
episode). It is this friendship between Rhoda and Mary that has
most to do with Rhoda’s increasing complexity; and it is this also
which has made their growing similarity seem natural, and hence
go unnoticed. When Ethel and Lucy got together it was always for
a laugh, but MTM leaves human space in its half-hour for scenes
that do not advance the plot but do establish Mary’s and Rhoda’s
friendship. One has to wonder about the effect of Valerie Harper’s
leaving next season. But when she goes, there will still be Lou-Ed
Asner, like Val Harper, a Paul Sills’ veteran, and the other MTM
regular who seems to have contributed most to the show’s growth.

The transformation of Lou may have begun in a moment in a
1972-73 season episode when he realized he was desirable to a
younger, attractive female TV producer. The expression on his
craggy, middle-aged face was memorable—wonder, delight, fear,
indecision. Then, unforgettably, this caricature, the irascible cynic
who until that moment we probably would have expected to make
a blundering (and comic) “pass” in this situation, instead spoke
haltingly, and with moving realism to all the old-marrieds among
his audience, of how he would like to, but he had been married
twenty-six years, and fathered three daughters, and this is what it
is like to be married, and to be a father, that long.

Since this episode Lou Grant has become increasingly complex.
Still too often merely comically gruff, he also appears more
humanly mixed up, in need of help, sometimes wise, and
fundamentally good. In an episode which can stand as a micro-
cosm of what MTM is becoming (3 Nov. 1973), Lou, after a
conventionally farcical mishap, winds up with a blind date who is
not the attractive widow Rhoda has promised but her eighty-year-
old mother-in-law. His face, when he first sees white-haired,
lace-collared, tottering Martha Dudley, is another of his master-
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works, and another of the series’ moments almost too painful to
watch. But he goes through with the date until at the TV banquet
he is forced to introduce Martha to his wife Edie and her
handsome, younger escort. At this point he falters: he introduces
Martha as Mary’s friend. But immediately, he realizes, “What
have I just done?”

“Well,” Mary answers, “you were in a tough spot.”

”Not that tough.”

He walks Martha over to Edie, introduces them, and then
dances with Martha. In almost any other sitcom, Martha would
have fallen asleep in Mary’s apartment before the banquet and
her daughter-in-law come and take her place as Lou’s date. At the
very least, Edie would have melted at her husband’s gesture to the
old lady. In MTM, the act—and the actor—stand alone, as in all
decency they should.

Like Lou, the station anchorman Ted Baxter has also grown to
surprise us with new likeableness and even dignity. Ted makes us
wonder why we like him (or why the station suffers him!), but that
we do like him is testimony to Ted Knight's skill, to superior
scripts focussing on him (perhaps because of Ms. Harper’s
imminent leaving), particularly on his need to be respected, and
very much to a new character in the 1973-74 season, Georgette
(Georgia Engel), the “dumb blonde”” with the hidden strength of
love, who completely irrationally adores Ted. A typical example of
Georgette’s subtle force is the Martha Dudley episode, in which it
is Georgette who shapes the audience’s response to the “old lady.”
While Lou is still shocked, Georgette (off-camera), accepts her—
“dumbly”—and then asks the company enthusiastically and
naturally, “Did you know Martha was flower girl at the wedding
of Thomas Alva Edison?”” (The importance of this is underscored
at the end when Lou, reversing his cruelty, introduces Martha to
Edie, saying, “Did you know . . . ?”)

MTM is far from perfect. One of the regulars, Murray, resists
every effort to come to life, lacking even a defined, much less a
developing personality. At best he gives hints of being Mary’s
male counterpart: an unaggressive, sensitive, thoroughly accom-
plished professional. Such a role would be welcome, but usually
Murray is used as the sarcastic “voice” for putting Ted down or
the caricature of the milktoast husband or employee. Phyllis is out
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of key—as Treva Silverman says, only “a garbage dump for a lot
of negatives.” All in all, though, it is a pretty special sitcom, and
mainly because of its humanistic values. They transform Georg-
ette’s “dumbness,” and Ted’s; they give rise to Lou’s refusal to
hurt someone else in order to save face—and not only to his
refusal but to the fact that at first he did hurt Martha Dudley, and
we saw him do it, and then we saw him realize he had done wrong
(at least partly because his friend Mary helped him see), and then
we saw him change. It is critical to humanism that its values not
be made to look commonplace.

Most of all, these humanistic values shape Mary. Her painful,
groping struggle to assert herself as a professional we see. What
we don’t see, but which is basic to everything she does is her
refusal to “assert herself’” at the cost of her own dignity or that of
any other human being. Love—companionship—shapes every MTM
episode; it makes us believe when real conflicts are resolved in
friendship. Only a company can make that dull virtue, compan-
jonship, a value of power and promise at this point in time. The
values underlying MTM are all like companionship—superficially
unexciting, banal, “old fashioned” (in fact, conservative), and
humanistic. They affirm the complexity of every human being;
they parade every butt and foil—not just women, not just
unmarried women, but eighty-year-old old women—and insist (no
less stubbornly for their subtlety) that we see their dignity. They
achieve their aim, | think, because the complex, sometimes
apparently contradictory human characteristics MTM portrays are
real human characteristics, and the complex values of human
dignity and companionship that underlie and shape the series are
real human values that we cherish—perhaps wistfully—beyond
all militant fads in “values.” It may even be that one reason for the
show’s growing popualrity (a subliminal reason) is that it moves in
the conservative direction in which as a society we may be
heading.

Harbinger of the future as “conservator,” or only fortuitous,
skilled craftsmanship, still I am grateful for MTM. lts rueful,
hopeful theme song line, “You're gonna make it after all,” seems
to say it better than the strident, “You’'ve come a long way, Baby.”
Better, that is, if the human race is going to “make it” along with
the women.
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I am indebted to Professor Gary K. Wolfe throughout this paper
for a number of ideas relating MTM to TV conventions and
popular culture. I am also indebted to Norman Mark, TV critic,
Chicago Daily News, for history and MTM analysis.
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RENATA ADLER

AFTERNOON TELEVISION:
UNHAPPINESS ENOUGH, AND TIME

You have to tolerate extremes of hatred and loneliness to follow,
Monday through Friday every week, through a still unterminated
period of months, the story of an educated man so bitter that he
kills himself solely to frame another man for murder. Yet there is
an audience of at least six million at two-thirty every afternoon
New York time (other times across the country) prepared to watch
this plot line, among other plot lines, develop on “The Doctors,” a
television program of the genre soap opera, or daytime dramatic
serial. Whatever else it is, it is no joke. There cannot in all fiction
be a purer single act of rage and isolation than this imploded
revenge, the carom suicide: no simple murder of somebody else,
no murder of somebody else to frame a third, no ordinary suicide
that might leave others feeling guilty of some metaphorical
murder by neglect. This contriver of his own death to make it look
like someone else’s literal crime has, in one classic solitary act,
detonated incalculable threats in other lives. “The Doctors” plays
it out.

For all [ know, it happens all the time in life. 5o many events are
quite other events in disguise. But “The Doctors” has a special
instance here. It certainly has high tragic possibilities, except that

Renata Adler, former film critic of The New York Times, is the author of Toward a
Radical Middle: Eighteen Pieces of Reporting and Criticism and Year in the Dark. This essay
is reprinted from The New Yorker (February 12, 1972) by permission. © 1972 by The
New Yorker Magazine, Inc.
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no one writes high dramas now. In times of mass violent death,
individuals in drastic personal straits look tabloid. Most fiction
keeps its personal crises low-profile and small; writers with serious
claims upon the desperate dramatic themes seem to have crossed
further out of tragedy and into melodrama than writers of soaps
have crossed going the other way. The term “pop culture,” never
of much use or elegance, is empty now. There is ailmost no culture
of any other kind. People with a taste or instinct for the arts are
thrown back on the classics or must bide their time. The arts,
first-rate, second-rate (the creative enterprise is not a horse race,
after all), are just not much in evidence. Painting is a kind of
caricature: ribbons, billboards, commercials are not simply the
inspiration—they are better than this incessant, humorless joke
that passes through museums and galleries in the name of art. In
writing, one would never have found a Kafka on symposiums or
on the Johnny Carson show. But, in all the modern strategies of
fame, it becomes harder than ever to know where to look.

And then there are the soaps. They are pure plot. Perhaps the
grand oral tradition rambled on this way, and then we had the
Iliad and the Nibelungenlied. For months, the audience was not
told—the characters did not yet suspect—that Dr. Allison killed
Dr. Allison. But the audience knew. Everyone knew. It was so in
line with the characters and their motives over the last four years,
at least, that the only questions were when Dr. Aldrich’s murder
trial would begin, if it began, and how it would come out.
Conviction. Acquittal. Conviction and—perhaps months later—
acquittal. All this was not conventional suspense. Too much was
known. It was more like sustained morbidity and dread. Things
were going to get worse before they got better, if they ever did.
White housewives, black housewives, children home from school,
men unemployed, the aged, the preschool young, the idle, the
ladies at the ironing board—there was no telling, even from
commercials, who was watching this, except that they were
millions, across the country, and that they were, and are, willing to
endure what has become the perfected medium of daily, inexor-
able, and almost unrelieved depression.

It takes about five days to catch on to the plot of a soap opera in
apogee. It takes five years for one of these fictions, whose
beginnings and ends are as obscure as the first questions of the
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universe, to capture and maintain an audience. There seems to be
no reason for whole generations of adults still to have strong, clear
memories of Helen Trent and other characters from the radio
soaps. Surely we could not have been sick, or otherwise home
from school, on so very many mornings, and “amnesia” need not
have been our first word of adult pathology. But the television
soap operas (the radio ones are now defunct), in addition to being
in the afternoon, have brought their stories far closer to home.
”As sands through the hourglass,” says a voice, over music, each
day at the start of a daytime serial, “so are the days of our lives.”
The program happens to be called “Days of Our Lives.” In all the
years of the program’s logo, the top half of the hourglass has never
emptied and the bottom never filled. It is yet another Hundred
Neediest Cases of the mind. Fidelity, betrayal, rape, murder,
amnesia, alienation, misunderstanding, literal misconception
(wives pregnant by their husbands’ brothers or by the fiancés of
their husbands’ sisters), hostages, adoptions, suicides, loves, wars,
friendships, deceit, insanity, operations, villains, tea—whose sands
and hourglass are these? A lot of people’s, evidently. The serial
”Search for Tomorrow,” which is just now floundering a bit
(writers of soap operas burn out, shift programs, lose their touch,
endure, go mad, or simply vanish with their own dramatic
frequency), has been on television continuously for more than
twenty years. The serial “Another World” became so popular and
full of plot (also so pressed by N.B.C.’s need for another loved half
hour) that it split in two: the old “Another World,” at its usual 3
p.M., and “Another World (Somerset)’—later renamed simply
“Somerset’—with many of the same characters, at 4 r.m. “The
Doctors” itself, at two-thirty, is N.B.C.’s competitor with C.B.S.’s
“The Guiding Light,” which was once one of the most watched
programs in daytime television. No more. “The Doctors” was just
a better-written, better-acted epic of despair.

My happiest moment on any of the soaps [ have watched with
anything like constancy occurred some years ago, when Andrea
Whiting, of “Search for Tomorrow,” cracked up on the witness
stand. Her villainy had been relentless, undiscovered, pathological
for years. She had broken the engagement of her son, Len
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Whiting, to Patti Tate. She had refused to divorce her estranged
husband, Sam Reynolds, so that he could marry his true love,
Joanne Tate, Patti’s mother and the program’s heroine. Andrea
Whiting had been responsible, many years before, for the death
by fire of Len’s twin. She had blamed the death on her husband,
Sam, thereby estranging Sam the father from Len the son. She had
tried to kill several people in the intervening years—most recently
Sam—but she had contrived to make it look as though Sam had
been trying to kill her. Sam was on trial. He was being defended
by Doug Martin, the father of Scott Phillips, who was going to
marry Lauri Something, the mother of an illegitimate child.
Names have little to do with paternity on any of the soaps; few
legitimate children, for the most complicated reasons, have their
fathers’ names. Doug Martin, Scott Phillips’ father, was about to
marry someone else. Doug had overcome a severe breakdown
only recently, and his marriage, his confidence, his relationship
with his own son (Scott having just returned from Vietnam)
depended on the success of his defense of Sam. Anyway, under
questioning by Doug Martin, Andrea cracked up. The truth about
the fire death came out, the truth about everything came back, in
flashbacks spanning years. Andrea was carried off. I stopped
watching for many months, quitting while I was just a bit ahead, |
thought. Now it turns out that while I was away Andrea returned.
Sam Reynolds is in prison in Africa. Joanne, having gone blind for
a while, and thinking Sam dead, has fallen in love with her
neurosurgeon. Len’s wife, Patti, has had a miscarriage, and his girl,
Grace (I can’t explain about Grace), had a child and died herself. It
is such misery. I'm almost glad the writers are troubled now, with
quite other problems I don’t care about. Andrea is scheming
again. (“"Nobody can match Andrea in the scheming department,”
a C.BS. plot summary says. I do see that) I simply don’t
understand ““Search for Tomorrow” now. Some characters seem to
be buying a house.

My second-happiest moment on a soap was a mistake. Several
years ago, a girl named Rachel had, by the most unscrupulous
means, ensnared Russ Matthews, son of one of the most decent
families on Another World.” They married. Many months later,
a very rich self-made young man called Steven Frame came into
town and fell in love with Russ’s sister, Alice. Alice Matthews
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loved Steve, too, but so did Rachel (by this time Mrs. Russ
Matthews), in her own unscrupulous way. Rachel seduced Steve.
She became pregnant, and claimed that the child was Steve’s. Her
husband, Russ, was, naturally, upset, as was his sister, Alice, who
immediately broke off with Steve. For several months, I stopped
watching. Then, one recent afternoon (recent in soap terms; that
is, around July), when I was on the telephone, I had “Another
World” on, with the sound off. The scene was a christening. The
characters were Lenore and Walter Curtin (who had a difficult
history of their own), a chaplain, a baby, Alice, and Steve. I
thought—I truly hoped—that Alice and Steve had been reconciled
and married while I was away, and that the child was theirs. All
wrong. The baby was Lenore’s and Walter’s, although Walter had
grave doubts on this very point. Alice and Steve were godparents.

Since then, Alice and Steve have really married. I missed that
scene, but they have passed their honeymoon, and so I know.
Russ and Rachel have divorced. Rachel has remarried—a young
man whose business is now being financed by Steven Frame. Russ
is engaged to Rachel’s new husband’s sister. Or he was, until a few
sad weeks ago. People have to keep meeting at parties, where
there are so many problems about previous marriages and affairs
and present babies. Now Rachel’s husband has been in a coma
and has made sordid revelations about his past. Walter Curtin has
vanished, under mysterious circumstances. Lenore has received,
by messenger, a scarf. Walter has confessed by phone to the
murder, in a jealous rage, of Steve’s secretary’s former husband,
whom he suspected of having slept with his (Walter’s) wife,
Lenore. Most recently—in fact, tomorrow, as I write this—Walter
has died. But on the whole such sudden accelerations of the plot
are better on quick, episodic soaps, like “Edge of Night,” which
are akin to closed, formed, Aristotelian thrillers, which I never
watch.

There are moments when some aesthetic things, all art aside, are
simply so. People know it, without any impulse or attempt to
argue: something is on. Such a moment, years back, protracted
over many months, was the Moon Maid episode in the “Dick
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Tracy” comic strip. Long before the slogan ”Black is beautiful”
appeared in and receded from the news, longer before the
astronauts reached the moon, Dick Tracy’s son, Junior, returned
from the moon with Moon Maid, pleaded with her not to remove
her horns or try to conceal them with a beehive hairdo, married
her, and delighted in their baby’s little horns. The word would not
even be “miscegenation” now. Junior was light-years beyond the
country’s perception of its race problems then. The McCarthy
time of "Pogo” was less golden. It was one of those finest hours
that “Peanuts,” in another key, has sustained over many years
with genius consistency. Something was touched.

The same was true for years of the talk shows on television.
They were on. They meant something. Now, regardless of Nielsen
ratings, watchers, they are off. One knows it. They simply do not
matter in the sense they did. It is also true, oddly enough, of
television coverage of the news. It had its years and faces. Then it
had the instant things it was perfectly designed for: the shooting
through the head of a man by the chief of Saigon’s national police;
the moon landing. Then it lost its purchase on events and, no
matter how many people watched it, faded. The anchor man
would mention an event, switch to the local correspondent, who
would mention it again, then interview its source, who would
mention it in his own idiom. No depth, no time, and lots of waste
of time. McLuhanism was wrong. The mind needs print. Perhaps
the news as captured by TV will matter again. Maybe tomorrow.

The soap operas, which have endured as long as anything in
television, have their own rhythms, fade, recur. It was on
” Another World,” some years ago, that there was a moment—or,
rather, nearly a half hour—of dramatic brilliance. It was just after
Rachel, still married then to Russ, had slept with Steve and spent a
weekend searching for her father. Russ naturally knew that she
had been away, but not where or with whom. Suddenly, Russ
insisted that he and Rachel pay a call that night on everyone they
knew in town—to keep up appearances. Rachel resisted, in her
usual sulky way, and then gave in. They made the tour. It was a
masterpiece of compression. Russ and Rachel acted out their
drama in such a way (by concealing it, and pretending that all was
well) that all the other dramas on the program—and they were
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many, and of long standing—were called to mind, as though the
audience were going through an Andrea flashback on the witness
stand.

They went to visit, for example, Walter Curtin and Lenore.
Walter Curtin had been the prosecutor, several years before, in a
case in which Missy Fargo was mistakenly convicted of the
murder of her husband, Dan. She had married Danny Fargo, in
the first place, because Liz Matthews (another unrelenting vil-
lainess) had tried to prevent the love match of Missy and Liz’s son,
Bill. Liz, the mother, had decided at the time that her son, Bill,
should marry Lenore, now Curtin but then single and in love with
Bill. Bill loved Missy. Lenore loved Bill. Walter loved Lenore.
When Danny Fargo was murdered, Liz (the mother), Walter (the
prosecutor), and Lenore all had an interest in seeing Missy go to
jail. Several years later, Missy was sprung and married Bill. Then
Walter, repentant and, anyhow, in love, married Lenore. Liz, the
villainess, was hysterically distressed, but she had other lives to
wreck, including a long-lost daughter’s, and she did.

Russ and Rachel, in their tour, met others—several generations
of the Randolph family, for example, and Rachel’s mother, Ada, of
humble origins but of major significance in solving the Missy case.
What had happened since Missy’s trial (can I go on with this?) was
an interminable rivetting episode in which Lee Randolph, a
daughter of the Randolphs (who are related to the Matthewses by
innumerable ties of blood and misunderstanding), being in love
with Sam Lucas, a relative of the humble Ada’s, had, under the
influence of LSD, killed someone, whose name [ don’t remember,
of the criminal element.

This business of not remembering has an importance of its own,
although insanity has replaced amnesia as the soap operas’ most
common infirmity. The files of the soaps are so sketchy that their
history is almost irretrievable. Laura comforts Susan, and Scott is
surprised by a statement from Julie,” for example, is N.B.C.’s plot
note for the March 13, 1970, “Days of Our Lives.” And ”“Nick and
Althea did make it to the Powers apartment, and the dinner did
not burn” was N.B.C.’s summary of two weeks on “The Doctors”
during the artra strike of 1967. The only true archivists of the
whole history of a soap are the perpetual watchers, the loyal
audience, whom, out of a truly decent sense of tradition and
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constancy, the ever-changing writers try not to betray. This
requires careful and intuitive examination of those files, and an
attempt to avoid anything that might violate the truth of the story
as it existed before a given writer's time. Only the audience
knows, and yet there are so many Scotts and Steves and Lees on
various programs that even the most loyal audience can get mixed
up.

Anyway, Sam Lucas took the blame for Lee Randolph’s having
murdered, under LSD, a thug. Everyone was acquitted in the end.
Of course, there is no end. But Lee, thinking that LSD had
impaired her chromosomes, kept far away from Sam, who
misunderstood her motives as having to do with the milieu from
which he came. Sam Lucas married a girl called Lahoma, an earthy
character who was meant to appear only briefly in the plot but
who was so good she had to stay. Lee Randolph eventually killed
herself. Sam, Lahoma, Missy (now widowed again), and Missy’s
baby by Danny Fargo have all moved to “Somerset.” Strangely,
none of the catastrophes on soaps—and nearly every soap event is
a catastrophe—are set up with much sentiment. I do not think the
audience ever cries, except at Christmas, anniversaries, and other
holidays, all of which are celebrated on their proper day. The
celebrations are bleak enough, but it is the purest gloom to find
oneself on December 25th or January 1st watching a soap, or, if
the football games are on, deprived of one. The other days are just
alternations of being miserable and being bored, or both, and
knowing that the characters are the same.

Well, there were Russ and Rachel, visiting all these people on
” Another World.” To someone who had not been watching, it did
all come back. It is not necessary, technically, to watch. Since most
of the characters address each other incessantly by name, one can
catch it all from another room, like radio. On the other hand, one
needn’t listen, either. ] would have found out my mistake about
the christening soon enough. There are the most extravagant
visual and aural flashbacks, ranging from “Have | told you what
Russ said to me last night?” (Answer, “"Well, Russ did tell me’’;
both characters retell it anyway) to visual flashbacks that would
do credit to the cinema. In the case of the temporarily misunder-
stood christening, it was my telephone that had turned the set on
with the sound off. The ring of a telephone is often on the same
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frequency as the remote-control device that operates some televi-
sion sets; many households have this strange mechanical rapport.
A pin dropped on a table will sometimes do it, or the clicking of a
belt buckle. One thinks one is alone, and suddenly the room is
full of voices, or faces, or both, from ”Another World.”

Another moment, this one from “Days of Our Lives.” It takes, as
the whole addiction does, some bearing with. Mickey Horton we
know—though he does not—is infertile. Tom Horton, Mickey’s
brother, returned several years ago from Korea, face changed,
memory gone. His memory came back. About three years ago, Bill
Horton, another brother, impregnated Mickey’s wife, Laura, a
psychiatrist. Tom Horton, before he went to Korea, had a ghastly
wife, extremely ghastly. When his memory returned, she re-
turned, too. Dr. Horton, the father of Tom, Mickey, and Bill,
knows—as Bill found out by accident, as Laura knows, as we have
always known—that Laura’s offspring cannot be her husband
Mickey’s. Mickey does not know. Last year, there occurred the
following episode: Tom’s ghastly wife was at the senior Hortons’,
trying to be nice. The senior Hortons of “Days of Our Lives,” like
the senior Randolphs and Matthewses of “Another World,” or the
Tates of “Search for Tomorrow,” are technically known by soap
writers as “tentpole characters,” on which the tragedies are raised.
Anyway, as she set the table for dinner that evening at the senior
Hortons’, Tom’s ghastly wife was singing. The elder Mrs. Horton
said that she had a lovely voice, that she ought to make a
professional thing of it. The ghastly wife went directly to Father
Dr. Horton'’s study and made a tape recording of her singing voice
in song. She forgot, in her slovenly way, to turn the tape recorder
off. Later that evening, Dr. Horton had a chat with his daughter-
in-law Laura about her child, her husband’s infertility, and her
brother-in-law’s fatherhood. The tape recorder was still on. Tom’s
ghastly wife, trying later to recapture her own singing voice on
tape, heard all the rest. It was unbearable. Months of blackmail,
we all knew. It might have been a lifelong downer. I turned off for
several years. The present moment—since July, I mean—as farasl
can tell, is this. The tape incident seems nearly over. Mickey
Horton, however, was believed by everyone, including himself, to
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have impregnated a girl other than his wife. Even I knew this was
impossible, unless Mickey’s medical tests had been in error—in
which case he might be the father of his wife Laura’s baby after
all—or unless the writers, and Laura and her father-in-law, had
forgotten the whole thing. When Mickey’s girl’s baby was born, it
did turn out, through blood tests, that the baby could not have
been Mickey’s. Of course not. Anybody who had watched even
five days two years ago knew that. Meanwhile, a friend of the
Horton family, Susan, who has had a terrible life, has been raped
in the park, and is being treated by Laura, the psychiatrist. Well.

One thing about a work of art is that it ends. One may wish to
know what happens after the last page of "Pride and Prejudice.”
Some writers give signs of wishing the reader to abide with a given
novel; one of the century’s great prose works, after all, ends in
such a way that the reader is obliged to begin again. But narrative
time in art is closed. The soaps, although they have their own
formal limitations (how many times, for example, a major
character is required by contract to appear each week onscreen),
are eternal and free. One can have a heart attack during a
performance of “King Lear” or fall in love while listening to
Mozart, but the quotidian, running-right-alongside-life quality of
soaps means that whole audiences can grow up, marry, breed,
divorce, leave a mark on history, and die while a single program is
still on the air. Aristotle would not have cared for it.

The soaps can, and sometimes do, adopt the conventional
thriller form, which has a different sort of addict altogether: the
solvers, the classicists who demand a beginning, a middle, and an
end. There was a superb many-month conventional kidnapping
episode on “The Doctors” once, when a trustee of the hospital
abducted a nurse, under enthralling circumstances, and the only
one who gradually caught on was the nurse’s roommate, Carolee
Simpson, a character who, like ”Another World’s” Lahoma, was
meant to stay just briefly but has ever since been so good that she
is essential to the plot—particularly in the recent matter of Dr.
Allison. There was also a young lady physical therapist who
thought herself widowed in the Six Day War (her husband had
been a correspondent in the Middle East) and who fell in love with
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the son of the chief of all the doctors. The son was in love with
her. Then it turned out that an Israeli girl had been nursing a
blind American. He was rude to her for ages. She was kind to him.
He turned out, after months, to be the lady therapist’s thought-
dead husband, and things were resolved. Such episodes do occur.
But they are rare. They are too self-contained. Now the wife of the
chief of all the doctors, having been kidnapped and returned some
months ago, thinks she is going mad. Her paternal uncle was a
schizophrenic in his time.

There does not seem to be a single sense in which soap operas
can be construed as an escapist form. There is unhappiness
enough, and time, to occupy a real lifetime of afternoons. There is
no release: not the scream, shudder, and return to real life that
some people get from horror films; not the anxiety, violence, and
satisfactory conclusion of detective, spy, or cowboy shows; cer-
tainly not the laughing chapters of fantasy home lives like “Lucy,”
"Bachelor Father,” or “The Mothers-in-Law.” There is no escape,
either, from political realities. The allegations that the soaps avoid
the topical are simply ‘false; race, Vietnam, psychosis, poverty,
class, and generation problems—all are there. One thing soap
operas do not do is flinch. They simply bring things home, not as
issues but as part of the manic-depressive cycle of the television
set. And what they bring home is the most steady, open-ended
sadness to be found outside life itself.

No one can look forward to a soap unless he looks forward to
the day, in which case he is not likely to be a watcher of soaps at
all. Watchers resign themselves. There are seventeen soap operas
on television now, some obviously less good than others (a soap
that fails is not simply dropped from the air; it is, for the
audience’s sake, quickly wrapped up: the hero, for example, is run
over by a truck), and in their uncompromisingly funereal misery
there is obviously some sort of key. Most sentimental or suspense
forms—dog, horse, or spy stories, for instance—have a plotted
curve: things are briefly fine, then they’re down for a long time,
then they rise for a brief finale. There is some reward. The soap
line goes almost straight, though inextricably tangled, down. The
soaps are probably more true to the life of their own audience
than they appear to be; certainly they are truer in pace, in content,
and in subjects of concern than any other kind of television is. Not
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that there is much amnesia or that much insanity out here. Not
that each woman’s secret fear, or hope, is that she is bearing the
child of an inappropriate member of her family. But the despair,
the treachery, the being trapped in a community with people
whom one hates and who mean one ill, the secrets one cannot
expose—except once or twice—in the course of years when
changes and revelations occur in sudden jumps: these must be the
days of a lot of lives.

This is not the evening’s entertainment, which one watches,
presumably, with members of the family; not the shared family-
situation comedies, which (with the important exception of ”’All in
the Family”) are comfortable distortions of what family life is like.
Soap operas are watched in solitude. This is the daytime world of
the Randolphs, the Matthewses, the Hortons, the Tates—a daily
one-way encounter group, a mirror, an eavesdropping on the
apparent depression of being just folks for more than twenty
years. It is even entering the commercials now—the utter joyless-
ness. There are still the cheery, inane commercials with white
tornadoes and whiter wash. But there are beginning to be hopeless
underdogs: unpretty, sarcastic Madge, who, as a manicurist, deals
with dishpan hands; a moronic young housewife who can scarcely
articulate what she is shopping for; the emphasis on cold-water
products, with actors who look as though they knew about life in
cold-water flats. The view of life as a bitter, sad, dangerous ordeal,
with a few seconds’ reprieve before the next long jolt to decent
souls, cannot be confined to one side of the screen. Not on
seventeen daytime dramatic serials. When, for millions, a credible
villain is a suicide, dead and well out of it, and a hero is a man
compelled to live his drama out, the daylight view of what life is
like is far less sunny, on television, anyway, than the view by
night.
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MA AND PA AND JOHN BOY
IN MYTHIC AMERICA:
THE WALTONS

A bobwhite cry breaks the quiet of night among the firs and pines
of the Blue Ridge Mountains of Virginia. . . . “Good night, Ma.”
“Good night, John-Boy.” “Good night, Pa.” “Good night, John-
Boy. . . .” and the lights of the Walton house on Walton’s
Mountain sometime in the early nineteen-thirties dim and a
million viewers turn away from their television sets, eyes wet,
souls heavy with false memory and hopeless longing. C.B.S. has
filled another Thursday night with nostalgia, bathos, soap opera,
formula plot, tear-jerking junk, and I and all those other viewers
share a moment of tender shame at having been so painfully
touched by such obvious commercial exploitation.

Six Emmy awards and a Nielsen rating of 29.2 testify to the
enormous success of “The Waltons.” Richard Thomas has become
a major star playing the would-be writer who observes and tells
the stories of his large, good, caring, moral, decent, hard-working
but poor (“hard times” as they say in Walton country) family.
What myth or memory has caught so many of us? Why are we
watching Mary Ellen go to a dance with her first boyfriend;
Grandpa and Grandma relive a youthful jealousy; John-Boy
befriend a midget, an actress or a big-city delinquent; Ma give up

Anne Roiphe, a free-lance writer, is the author of Long Division and Up the Sandbox.
This essay was first published in The New York Times and is reprinted by permission
of Brandt & Brandt. Copyright © 1973 by Anne Roiphe.
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her career as a singer, overcome polio and gentle a wild, dying
raccoon? What keeps us watching this obviously corny, totally
unreal family?

Since every Thursday night I am reduced to ridiculous tears, I
had to ask these questions and explore the program’s skill at
piercing tough hides, revealing sentimental ooze that can no more
be controlled than the shift of dreams that still wake us screaming
every now and then.

An age or so away, primitive man danced wild steps around
night fires to scare away evil spirits and to comfort himself that he
was not helpless against the demonic, destructive forces in the
universe. Man has always invented stories, gods and heroes to give
him a sense of understanding and control of the lightning, the
thunder, accident and death. I think we use our television set in
many of the same ways. We huddle about its blue light looking
for relief, control and understanding, magic to be worked on all
those confusing forces that push us about. “The Waltons” may be
romantic nonsense, may bear only superficial and misleading
resemblance to real life, but it is very good magic. It is a good,
workable dance to scare away the evil spirits of loneliness,
isolation, divorce, alcoholism, troubled children, abandoned eld-
ers—the real companions of American family life, the real demons
of the living room.

Lionel Tiger, the author and anthropologist, points out that “our
sense of community apparently may include, and for some
perhaps even must include, fictional television characters. The
continuity, predictability and consistency of these presumably
reassuring domestic pageants may tempt those people who want
or need symbolic intimacies.” Before we moan about the pathetic
quality of such a relationship with a televised illusion, we have to
compare it to the familiarity, the good terms people have always
been on with their oft-repeated myths, Bible stories, fairy tales. It
seems to be only human to use our own imaginings to comfort
ourselves.

First, the Walton family is the ideal family as we all wish ours
was: the one we would choose to come from; the one we would
hope to create. Three loving generations live in one large house in
the beautiful mountains where nature has not yet been destroyed
by strip miners or other industrial nightmares. . . .
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John Walton runs a sawmill. He works hard and never quite has
enough. The electric company turns off the generator for lack of
payment; the kids can’t see a traveling circus because Grandma
broke her glasses and the admission price goes to replace her lens.
John Walton, as played by actor Ralph Waite, is a strong, honest,
gentle, kind, stubborn, self-contained, uncompromised man, a
man who takes responsibility, who is patient, understanding,
devoted, open, without prejudice or fear—the kind of father that
would make growing up seem part of an orderly natural process,
not the intricate, crippling weaseling around it seems to be for
most people. Is John Walton, who carries his sick child in his arms
to the hospital, who teaches an arrogant young Baptist preacher
humility and grace, who protects a troubled juvenile delinquent,
who teaches trust and honor, love for all God’s creatures to his
children—is that John Walton too good to be true? Of course he
is. Why do so many of us believe him, then—work-stained but
proud, his seven children and two parents depending on him week
after week? It can only be real to us, not a cartoon or a mockery of
truth, because we want to believe it, we need to believe it. John
Walton’s down-home goodness (American as apple pie, turkey
and cranberries, Mom) isn’t a lie—or so our magic circles tell us
on Thursday nights, weaving designs of make-believe we willingly
admire.

Olivia Walton, played by Michael Learned, is beautiful, not in
the manner of high fashion, not in a cheaply sexual way, but
beautiful of manner, of soul; a kind of dignity, a light in her eyes
when one of her children has particularly pleased her; an easy
capability. She washes, cooks, cleans, irons, shops, gardens, sews,
tends the animals, helps with homework, goes to church—all
without the aid of modern-day appliances. She mothers all
children, drifters and outcasts who for plot reasons find their way
to Walton’s Mountain. She conquers polio by sheer determination
and the need to reach a child who has cried out frightened in the
night. She has a beautiful voice and once dreamed of being an
opera star but gives up her plans as they conflict with the
continual needs for clean clothes, cooked food and attention to
her family. She works hard and does not despise herself or her
occupation, and her emotional importance to all around her is so
clear that it is no wonder she walks with such pride and her smile
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is so full and deep. She is the mother we all wish we had. She is
the mother we all would like to be. She is the image that gives us
guilt on days when we are irritable or tired, when we are selfish,
when we wander away from home, when we fail to stay married;
when we produce children who drop out of school, turn to drugs;
when we can’t find what’s wrong or remember how to talk to our
parents or how to explain to ourselves the disappointments that
line the edges of our life. Olivia Walton has confidence in herself.
Her strength seems infinite and we mere mortal mothers and
wives shrink to nothing, contorted twisted versions of what was
once good and pure. Not for one mad second do I think Olivia
Walton is a real person, but watching her serving an enormous
breakfast to 10 people, scouring pots and saving money in the
kitchen cabinet, I ache with wanting the television to be present-
ing a documentary—not a soap opera but a genuine model of
what it might all be.

The theatrical illusion based on a novel by Earl Hamner Jr. called
“Spencer’s Mountain” is so successful that most of us forget the
real nature of rural poverty. The Depression was not a time for the
making of strong souls. James Agee described his folk in “Let Us
Now Praise Famous Men”’: they tried hard, but their teeth fell out
from lack of care, their children were malnourished and conse-
quently lacked intellectual capacity. Unlike John-Boy and Eliza-
beth Walton, their eyes didn’t sparkle and they suffered from a
continual series of maladies—rickets, skin diseases, bowed legs.
Childhood disease caused frequent death; childbirth itself was a
killer. The homes had no pictures on the walls, no linoleum on the
floor. Real poverty produced bigotry and hatred of the man under
you, the black man—it created limits of thought and intolerance
for strangers or newness. Poverty was not something you could
pull through because you tried—it ground up human beings,
pulverized the spirit and crippled the body. Unlike the Walton
family, hundreds and thousands of American families lost their
businesses, lost their land, lost their hope.

In our days of middle-class affluence we tend to associate
poverty with an elevated moral sense as if it were our refrigera-
tors, cars and swimming pools that were the source of the
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corruption of moral values, as if in the good old days without such
material excesses people were better. A romantic myth if ever
there’s been one, and yet | suppose we need to feel that in the
past, in the rougher, harder moments of our history, we were a
fine people because surely we don’t feel that way about ourselves
now, and just as surely a John Walton character set in modern
suburbia would be so unbelievable that the show would be
howled right out of the Burbank studio, where it originated, into
oblivion.

From a feminist viewpoint Olivia’s decision to abandon her
career as a singer is dreadful—one hopes she is not an inspiration
to the next generation of women whom we are counting on to lead
productive, intellectual, active lives outside of the home. However,
Mrs. Walton’s refusal to follow the now-popular path reminds us
that, after all, happiness is the point and some women may indeed
still find—even with fewer children and modern appliances—deep
happiness in the roles of wife and mother.

The Waltons are equal partners in their family just as truly as if
they were a team of neurosurgeons. This, | suppose, is part of the
unreality of the program, and it is an important factor in the ideal
image of family life it presents.

Ralph Waite and Michael Learned are themselves divorced in
real life, with children traveling between two homes. Ellen Corby,
who plays Grandma, has never been married or had children.
Richard Thomas, who acts an ingenuous, enthusiastic, 18-year-
old, is now going on 22 and must have a fortune in the bank,
enough to buy Walton’s Mountain and turn it into a swinging
singles resort if he should desire. Naturally, they are good actors
and the difference in their TV roles and their lives is brought out
only to illustrate that the program, like fake electric fires in the
fireplace, creates an illusion of warmth. As with the myth of
Achilles or Hercules, no real man should measure his success by
the activities of the gods and yet humanly enough we all do.

The Walton show, which must produce a full-hour-length story
every week, has found a very successful formula for easily
capturing our attention. To Walton’s Mountain come all kinds of
strangers, all of them troubled outcasts, fragmented or harmed by
the value systems, the dizziness of the world beyond this sweet
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rural community. A writer who has never succeeded since he left
his own home many years ago, an actress whose fame is fading
and whose degree of bankruptcy equals only her massive preten-
sions, the bitter son of a victim of New York City’s gang wars, a
suspicious immigrant Jewish family, a missionary student who-
needs to learn humor, a girl who is a mail-order bride and who is
afraid to love—all these characters create some kind of tension in
the Walton household, tensions which are resolved through
understanding, love and growth of the family. The single charac-
ters themselves are somewhat healed by their contact with the
Waltons and the simple values the Waltons exude. We, the
audience, are suckers for these stories because we all know we are
that outsider, that troubled person whose life, like an X-ray with
dark spots, holds threat of bad things. We identify with the
outcasts, the loners, the poorly valued, isolated people who don't
have the security of the Walton family, and we also identify with
the Walton family itself, not so much from recognition as
imagination or mythical cultural memories of the way it ought to
be. Since we think of ourselves as outsiders and we wish we were
part of the cohesive, good, happy family, we eagerly sink into the
story, two sides of ourselves playing against each other, and in the
end we feel pleasurably sad—even though, of course, everything
has turned out all right. We are sad because we know things aren’t
that way at all and yet we’re not angry or provoked because we’ve
enjoyed playing around with the images of family life as they
might be (we determine, not consciously, to bring our own
families closer together), and as with New Year’s resolutions the
lack of accomplishment is nothing compared to the sincerity of
the attempt.

What really are the factors that make the Waltons’ life so ideal?
It is obvious that nothing disastrous ever does really happen: Polio
is defanged, an occasion for family solidarity as the children,
grandparents and father work together to bring hot packs to the
bedridden mother; John-Boy’s appendix doesn’t burst before they
reach the hospital; the fire in the barn doesn’t extend to the house;
Grandpa doesn’t get senile and leave Grandma. The disasters,
physical and economic and psychological, that would actually
befall a real family only threaten here for purposes of dramatic
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tension. If Ma were really bedridden for life, the resulting strain
on the family might destroy its good spirit, its faith in the
goodness of God and its ability to survive as a family.

There are also the pictures of rural vs. urban life that we
Americans carry around in our cultural baggage: Rural life is
purported to be—remembered to be—sweet. Young people in
rebellion against the modern collusion of economics and culture
to rob them of their souls are returning to the land. Nature is
somehow supposed to be healthier for mankind than the city or
the suburb—the mind-draining work of the farm laborer, the
bone-wearying, imagination-crushing work of the farmer and his
wife are always forgotten as we think of wonderful things like
homemade jellies and herb gardens and zinnias and sunflowers
growing full in dark soil. The silence when night has come might
be endless; the dependence on artificial, standardized stimulation
like television could turn the brain to water, and alienation is as
likely to drown us in the mountains as in the Wall Street canyons.
But still when we think of pure, ideal happiness, we place it in the
country, back in time when things were simpler; our myths of
happiness (teasing thoughts of what someone somewhere else
must have) are easily realized by skillful media people like those
who design and execute the Walton show. We must believe that
large families are happier than small. The fact that most Ameri-
cans have two children in no way alters the image of the large
family. We also, despite the fact that church membership is at an
all-time low, seem to believe that religion is an essential part of
goodness and happiness. The Waltons say grace before meals; Ma
and Grandma are more conventional Baptists, but Pa and John-
Boy believe that each man finds God’s spirit in his own way.
Nevertheless God is always watching over the Walton family—
that seems still to be a part of our happiness myth, if only a small
part of our reality.

The myth is indeed beautiful and anyone who scoffs has
forgotten how to hope. It could be said that these myths torment
us, describing role fulfillments that aren’t there, promising marital
peace that never arrives and forcing us to stare at the pitiful
discrepancy between what is and what we would want. If that
were the only function of this kind of myth, we would manage
somehow to do away with it. The TV ratings would fall and that
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would be the end of it all. However, another function of the myth
is to portray the ideal, the goal—it’s not good enough to be always
realistic about what the world offers. There must be some kind of
image to strive for, some kind of positive cultural thought that
serves to heal wounds and to point to the future.

The Walton family drama takes place in our recent past, but all
those experimenting with new forms of marital-family relation-
ships, all those parents planning the birth of a first child, all those
of us midway in family life are constantly trying to achieve in our
private ways the protective, humane, decent loving family that
seems to come so easily to the Waltons. Never mind that we all
fail; it’s a journey worth taking.

Yes, | suppose the Walton family, pop culture that it is, is like
the painted Madonnas one finds in taxicabs and local five-and-
dimes compared with the Leonardos, the Raphaels that adorn the
Vatican walls. But pop culture, like the trinkets of the Watusi or
the pottery of Guatemalans, is very revealing of the soul. And the
American family dream is as naive and ambitious as some of our
political credos—"all men are created equal,” etc. There has
always been a dichotomy in our society between what we
believe—the image we would choose of our