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Preface to the
Revised Edition

We have produced a revised edition of KeyWorks to collect some of the new mater-
ial that has appeared since the first edition and have also included material that
colleagues have urged would be important additions to the Reader. We are grateful
to Blackwell for allowing us to select eight new essays and to offer a section on
globalization. With the constant proliferation of new media, there is a growing
amount of analyses, debates, and conflicting positions and we attempt to capture
some of the ferment in media and cultural studies today by including fresh material.
These changes are reflected in the expanded and revised introduction to the KeyWorks.

Choices were extremely difficult and we were forced to exclude much important
material. We appreciate comments by readers and users of the text that have helped
with the revision, and the support of our Blackwell editors Jayne Fargnoli and
Elizabeth Swayze. Thanks, as well, to Cameron Laux and Erin Pfaff. We also grate-
fully acknowledge the ongoing support and encouragement of our spouses and
families; heartfelt thanks to Rhonda Hammer, and Frank, Sonali and Maya Durham.

MGD & DMK

About the Editors

Meenakshi Gigi Durham is Associate Professor of Journalism and Mass Commun-
ication at the University of Iowa. She has published widely on feminist media studies
and related critical approaches, especially those of race, class, and sexuality.

Douglas M. Kellner is George F. Kneller Chair in the Philosophy of Education
at UCLA and is the author of many books on social theory, politics, history, and
culture, including Television and the Crisis of Democracy (1990), The Persian Gulf
TV War (1992), Media Culture (1995), Media Spectacle (2003), and From September
11 to Terror War (2003).



Adventures in Media
and Cultural Studies:
Introducing the KeyWorks

Douglas M. Kellner and Meenakshi Gigi Durbam

It is increasingly clear that media and culture today are of central importance to the
maintenance and reproduction of contemporary societies. Societies, like species,
need to reproduce to survive, and culture cultivates attitudes and behavior that
predispose people to consent to established ways of thought and conduct, thus
integrating individuals into a specific socio-economic system. Forms of media culture
like television, film, popular music, magazines, and advertising provide role and
gender models, fashion hints, lifestyle images, and icons of personality. The narratives
of media culture offer patterns of proper and improper behavior, moral messages,
and ideological conditioning, sugar-coating social and political ideas with pleasur-
able and seductive forms of popular entertainment. Likewise, media and consumer
culture, cyberculture, sports, and other popular activities engage people in practices
which integrate them into the established society, while offering pleasures, meanings,
and identities. Various individuals and audiences respond to these texts disparately,
negotiating their meanings in complex and often paradoxical ways.

With media and culture playing such important roles in contemporary life, it is
obvious that we must come to understand our cultural environment if we want
control over our lives. Yet there are many approaches to the study of media, culture,
and society in separate disciplines and academic fields. Often critics take a single
perspective and use a specific method and theory to understand, make sense of,
interpret, or criticize media and cultural texts. Others eschew all methodological and
theoretical critical strategies in favor of empirical description and analysis.

We would advocate the usefulness of a wide range of theoretical and methodo-
logical approaches to the study of media, culture, and society. Yet we do not believe
that any one theory or method is adequate to engage the richness, complexity,
variety, and novelty displayed in contemporary constellations of rapidly proliferating
cultural forms and new media. We have therefore assembled what we consider some
KeyWorks of current theories and methods for the study of the abundance and
diversity of culture and media in the present age. The texts we have chosen are “Key”
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because we believe that the perspectives and theorists which we have included in this
volume are among the most significant and serviceable for engaging the forms and
influences of contemporary media and culture.

The material in this reader provides “keys” which help unlock the domain of
meaning, value, politics, and ideology in familiar forms of cultural artifacts and prac-
tices. They furnish prisms which enable critical readers to see cultural texts and
phenomena in a new light, generating insight into the sometimes hidden production
processes and ideological constraints of media culture. Key theories and methods
help unlock and unveil structural codes and organizing conventions of media texts,
their meanings and values, and often contradictory social and political effects. Under-
standing culture critically also provides insight into the ways that media and culture
construct gender and role models, and even identities, as the populace come to
pattern their lives on the celebrities and stars of media culture. These readings are
also “key” in that they open novel theoretical directions and formulations of culture
and society; at the time of their writing, they presented inventive and sometimes
revolutionary directions in the study of media and culture.

The texts selected are “works” in that their methods and theories enable media-
involved readers to engage in the activity of analysis, interpretation, criticism, and
making sense of their cultural and social worlds and experiences. The theories and
methods presented provide tools for critical vision and practice, helping to produce
active creators of meaning and interpretation, rather than merely passive audiences.
The KeyWorks thus empower those who wish to gain skills of media literacy, provid-
ing instruments of criticism and interpretation. They provide essential elements of
becoming intelligent and resourceful cultural subjects, discriminating readers, and
creative users and producers of contemporary culture.

The texts assembled in this book can therefore help cultural consumers to become
critics and creators. Our introduction will accordingly attempt to demonstrate how
the diverse approaches and texts that we have assembled provide valuable keys to
cultural criticism and interpretation, helping to produce more competent and dis-
criminating critics. We discuss below how the specific groupings of the KeyWorks
provide different approaches to the study of media and culture and point to the
contributions and limitations of each perspective. In this opening introduction, we
accordingly furnish overviews of each distinctive way of seeing and engaging culture
and media. More detailed presentation of the theorists and critics we have chosen,
along with explications of the key concepts, theories, and methods selected, will
head each of the five sections we have delineated.

Theory/Method/Critique: A Multiperspectival Approach

There is only a perspective seeing, only a perspective “knowing”; and the more
affects we allow to speak about one thing, the more complete will our “con-
cept” of this thing, our “objectivity,” be.

— Friedrich Nietzsche
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Our opening discussion will also give the reader a sense of current debates and issues
within cultural and media theory, emphasizing which issues and controversies are of
crucial importance in the contemporary era. Our narrative will track salient develop-
ments in the study of culture and media, supplying a mapping of the prevailing fields
of theories and methods which have proliferated especially since the 1960s. Indeed,
to pursue our KeyWorks metaphor, each perspective provides an opening into the
complex terrain of contemporary media and culture, furnishing access to understanding
the world in which we live. Each “key” will open doors to new domains, such as
ideology, the politics of representations, and cultural studies. They provide novel ways
of seeing and understanding the flora and fauna of images, symbols, and messages
through which we wander, trying to make sense and give shape to our lives.

The terrain of contemporary culture, however, is so vast, the maze of theories is
so complex, and the debates over media and culture are so intense and convoluted,
that we have necessarily had to choose some perspectives and theorists to the exclu-
sion of others. In fact, there are many forms of media that saturate our everyday lives
and the cultural change of the current technological revolution is so turbulent that
it is becoming increasingly difficult to map the transformations and to keep up with
the cultural discourses and theories that attempt to make sense of it all. Culture
today is both ordinary and complex, encompassing multiple realms of everyday life.
We — and many of the theorists assembled in this volume — employ the term “cul-
ture” broadly to signify types of cultural artifacts (i.e. TV, CDs, newspapers, paint-
ings, opera, journalism, cyberculture, DVDs, and so on), as well as discourses about
these phenomena. Since culture is bound up with both forms, like film or sports,
and discourses, it is both a space of interpretation and debate as well as a subject
matter and domain of inquiry. Theories and writings like this introduction are
themselves modes of culture, spaces that attempt to make sense of particular phe-
nomena and subject matter, and a part of a contemporary cultural field.

A theory is a way of seeing, an optic, that focuses on a specific subject matter.
The Greek word theoria signifies perspective and vision which centers upon specific
topics, processes, and attributes, as a theory of the state focuses on how the govern-
ment works. Theories are also modes of explanation and interpretation that con-
struct connections and illuminate sociocultural practices and structures, thus helping
to make sense of our everyday life, as an analysis of how Microsoft dominates the
computer software field would indicate what particular issues are at stake. Thus,
cultural and social theories are descriptive and interpretive; they highlight specific
topics, make connections, contextualize, provide interpretations, and offer explana-
tions. There is also a narrative component to theory, as in Adam Smith’s or Karl
Marx’s theories of capitalism, which tell of the origin and genesis of the market
economy as well as describing how it works, and in Marx’s case offering a critique
and proposals of revolutionary transformation.

All social theories are perspectives that center attention on phenomena and their
connections to the broader society and a wide range of institutions, discourses, and
practices. As optics, or ways of seeing, they illuminate part of the social and cultural
field, but may ignore or leave in darkness other dimensions. Consequently, constantly
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expanding one’s theoretical perspectives and horizons helps to illuminate multiple
dimensions of our cultural environment, providing richer and more complex under-
standings of our sociocultural life. Multiplying theories and methods at one’s disposal
aids in grasping diverse dimensions of an object, in making more and better connec-
tions, and thus provides richer and more comprehensive understanding of cultural
artifacts or practices under scrutiny.

It is therefore our conviction that no one approach contributes the key to cultural
and media criticism, that all given theories and methods have their limitations as well
as strengths, their blindspots as well as illuminating perspectives. Hence, in our view,
no one theory, method, or thinker dispenses privileged access to the truth of our
culture and society; there is no magical formula or hermeneutic key to unlock the
hidden secrets of cultural meaning and effects. Rather, we believe that the categories,
theories, and texts presented as KeyWorks provide tools for making sense of our life,
or to switch the metaphor, weapons of critique which enable individuals to engage
in discriminating practice in distinct contexts.

Furthermore, some of the theoretical perspectives offered will furnish useful material
for some tasks, while others will prove more valuable for different projects. Someone
might choose, for instance, to do a feminist reading of a cultural text, while at another
time the category of race or class may be most salient to one’s critical intentions.
Analyses will necessarily often involve the confluence of these and other vectors.
Likewise, one critical exercise might focus on the ideology of the text and the ways
that texts legitimate and reproduce dominant forms of oppression, while another
reading might emphasize the ways that specific texts resist dominant institutions and
ideologies — or show how certain texts both legitimate and contest the established
culture and society at the same time and are thus markedly ambiguous.

Viewing culture from political economy, from the perspective of analysis of the
system of production and distribution, may disclose how the culture industries
reproduce the dominant corporate and commercial culture, excluding discourses and
images that contest the established social system. Closer reading of media texts can
reveal a wealth of meanings, values, and messages, often contradictory. Examining
how people engage cultural texts, however, may reveal that audiences refuse dominant
meanings and offer their own, sometimes surprising, interpretations. Conjoining
production/text/audience perspectives can accordingly help provide a more com-
plex sense of how culture and media actually operate in everyday life.

It is our conviction that competent and critical cultural consumers and com-
mentators need to be able to examine media, culture, and society from a variety of
perspectives, in order to cultivate critical vision and understanding of the nature and
effects of cultural production and the artifacts with which we interact. Each new
approach, each emergent theory, equips the budding critic with a different way of
seeing and interpreting, thus creating a more diverse perspective for understanding
media and culture. Hence, the many concepts, theories, and methods embedded in
the texts in KeyWorks will enable readers to engage themselves in cultural and media
criticism, and consequently to become competent critics and consumers.

The texts and approaches we have chosen for KeyWorks are foundational in the
sense that they provide building-blocks for constructing analyses, interpretations,
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and criticisms of cultural texts and the societies in which they originate and operate.
Most of the selections are “radical” in the sense that they go to the roots of the
situation (the meaning of the Latin term radix), showing, for example, how media
and culture are grounded in a social system and its conflicts. All of the perspectives
we have selected are “sociological” in the sense that they show, in varying ways, how
media and cultural texts are rooted in a particular system of political economy like
capitalism, or in the dominant media and cultural forms of a particular social order
based on relations of domination and subordination in the arenas of gender, race,
and class. The roots of media and cultural texts are consequently embedded in social
reproduction and contflict, part and parcel of our social life.

The theorists and writings chosen accordingly provide critical understandings
and interpretations of media and culture, showing how they are often constructed
to serve specific social interests and functions — and yet can be read, enjoyed, and
interpreted in a multiplicity of ways. We conceive of KeyWorks as a toolkit that
enables individuals to produce their own understandings, meanings, and critiques of
contemporary culture, media, and society. We will try to make these often complex
perspectives on media and culture accessible and to make our text “user-friendly”
by, first, explaining in the sections that follow the key concepts and methods deployed
in the leading competing approaches to the study of media and culture, and by
introducing the theorists presented in our reader. And then, before each section, we
provide more detailed contextualizing of both the particular topics through which
we have organized the collection and the theorists and texts chosen. While the book
was designed to be employed in classroom situations, we also hope that enterprising
readers will use it on their own to become more competent cultural consumers and
critics; hence, we also hope that it will prove valuable to people who wish to educate
themselves in the theories and methods of cultural and media criticism. Consequently,
we begin with discussion of the origins and meanings of some key concepts, to start
the trek toward a more empowering cultural and media literacy that will enable
people to make better sense of their world and to become more competent actors
within it.

Culture, Ideology, and Hegemony

The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas; i.e., the class
which is the ruling material force of society, is at the same time its ruling
intellectunl torce. The class which has the means of material production at its
disposal, has control at the same time over the means of mental production,
so that thereby, generally speaking, the ideas of those who lack the means of
mental production are subject to it.

— Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels

Contemporary criticism has forced students and teachers to see that there are no
innocent texts, that all artifacts of the established culture and society are laden with
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meaning, values, biases, and messages that advance relations of power and subordina-
tion. There is no pure entertainment that does not contain representations, often
extremely prejudicial, of class, gender, race, sexuality, and myriad social categories and
groupings. Cultural texts are saturated with social meanings, they generate political
effects, reproducing or opposing governing social institutions and relations of domina-
tion and subordination. Culture can also embody specific political discourses —
liberal, conservative, oppositional, or mixed — advancing competing political positions
on issues like the family and sexuality, masculinity or femininity, or violence and war.
Cultural representations often transcode major political discourses and perspectives
presenting, for instance, an array of positions on topics like sexuality, the state, or
religion.

Culture in today’s societies thus constitutes a set of discourses, stories, images,
spectacles, and varying cultural forms and practices that generate meaning, iden-
tities, and political effects. Culture includes artifacts such as newspapers, television
programs, movies, and popular music, but also practices like shopping, watching
sports events, going to a club, or hanging out in the local coffee shop. Culture is
ordinary, a familiar part of everyday life, yet special cultural artifacts are extraordin-
ary, helping people to see and understand things they’ve never quite perceived, like
certain novels or films that change your view of the world. Or, we would hope that
some of the challenging theoretical texts included here will provide novel and
transformative understandings of culture, media, and society.

The concept of ideology, for example, forces readers to perceive that all cultural
texts have distinct biases, interests, and embedded values, reproducing the point of
view of their producers and often the values of the dominant social groups. Karl
Marx and Friedrich Engels coined the term “ideology” in the 1840s to describe the
dominant ideas and representations in a given social order. On their analysis, during
the feudal period, ideas of piety, honor, valor, and military chivalry were the ruling
ideas of the hegemonic aristocratic classes. During the capitalist era, values of indi-
vidualism, profit, competition, and the market became dominant, articulating the
ideology of the emergent bourgeois class which was consolidating its class power.
Today, in our high-tech and global capitalism, ideas that promote globalization,
digital technologies, and an unrestrained market society are becoming the prevailing
ideas — conceptions that further the interests of the governing elites in the global
economy.

As we note below, feminists, multiculturalists, and members of a wide range of
subordinate groups, detected that ideologies also reproduced relations of domination
in the arenas of gender, race, ethnicity, sexuality, and further domains of everyday
life. Feminists, for example, criticized sexist ideologies that advanced the domination
of women by men and social institutions and practices that propagated male suprem-
acy. Racist ideologies were criticized that furthered the subordination of specitic
races and ethnicities. In a broad sense, therefore, ideologies reproduce social domina-
tion, they legitimate rule by the prevailing groups over subordinate ones, and help
replicate the existing inequalities and hierarchies of power and control.

Ideologies appear natural, they seem to be common sense, and are often invisible
and elude criticism. Marx and Engels began a critique of ideology, attempting to
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show how ruling ideas reproduce dominant societal interests serving to naturalize,
idealize, and legitimate the existing society and its institutions and values. In a
competitive and atomistic capitalist society, it appears natural to assert that human
beings are primarily self-interested and competitive by nature, just as in a communist
society it is natural to assert that people are cooperative by nature. In fact, human
beings and societies are extremely complex and contradictory, but ideology smoothes
over conflicts and negative features, idealizing human or social traits like individual-
ity and competition which are elevated into governing conceptions and values.

For classical Marxism, the ruling classes employ intellectuals and cultural producers
who both produce ideas that glorify the dominant institutions and ways of life, and
propagate these governing ideas in cultural forms like literature, the press, or, in
our day, film and television. The concept of ideology accordingly makes us question
the naturalness of cultural texts and to see that prevailing ideas are not self-evident
and obvious, but are constructed, biased, and contestable. This notion makes us
suspicious and critical, putting into question regnant ideas which often serve the
interests of governing groups. Moreover, the more one studies cultural forms and
representations, the more one sees the presence of ideologies that support the
interests of the reigning economic, gender, race, or social groups who are presented
positively and idealized, while subordinate groups are often presented negatively and
prejudicially.

The Italian Marxian thinker Antonio Gramsci developed these ideas further, argu-
ing that diverse social groups attained “hegemony,” or dominance, at different times
through inducing the consent of the majority of subaltern, or subordinate, groups
to a given sociopolitical constellation. He points out that while the unity of prevail-
ing groups is usually created through the state (as in the American revolution, or
unification of Italy in the nineteenth century), the institutions of “civil society” also
play a role in establishing hegemony. Civil society, in this discourse, involves institu-
tions of the church, schooling, the media and forms of popular culture, among
others. It mediates between the private sphere of personal economic interests and
the family and the public authority of the state, serving as the locus of what Habermas
described as “the public sphere.”

For Gramsci, societies maintained their stability through a combination of “domina-
tion,” or force, and “hegemony,” defined as consent to “intellectual and moral
leadership.” In this conception, social orders are founded and reproduced with some
institutions and groups violently exerting power and domination to maintain social
boundaries and rules (i.e. the police, military, vigilante groups, etc.), while other
institutions (like religion, schooling, or the media) induce consent to the dominant
order through establishing the hegemony, or ideological dominance, of a distinctive
type of social order (i.e. market capitalism, fascism, communism, and so on). In
addition, societies establish the hegemony of males and certain races through the
institutionalizing of male dominance or the rule of a specific race or ethnicity over
subordinate groups.

Hegemony theory for Gramsci involves both analysis of current forces of domina-
tion and the ways that particular political forces achieved hegemonic authority, and
the delineation of counterhegemonic forces, groups, and ideas that could contest
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and overthrow the existing hegemony. An analysis, for instance, of how the con-
servative regimes of Margaret Thatcher in England and Ronald Reagan in the United
States in the late 1970s and early 1980s won power would dissect how conservative
groups gained dominance through control of the state, and the use of media, new
technologies, and cultural institutions such as think-tanks and fund-raising and
political action groups. Explaining the Thatcher—Reagan conservative hegemony of
the 1980s would require analysis of how conservative ideas became dominant in the
media, schools, and culture at large. It would discuss how on a global level the
market rather than the state was seen as the source of all wealth and solution to
social problems, while the state was pictured as a source of excessive taxation,
overregulation, and bureaucratic inertia.

A cultural hegemony analysis would therefore show how particular media, tech-
nologies, or institutions contributed to a broader sociopolitical domination by forces
like fascism, communism, or market capitalism. A Gramscian theory would also
discuss how a hegemonic social order is always contested by counterhegemonic
forces, such as during the 1980s, when conservative rule was contested, and the
1990s, when it was in part overthrown with a resurgence of liberalism and social-
democratic movements and regimes, as well as an upsurge of oppositional social
movements. Such analysis, however, would also have to show how the more liberal
hegemonic groups compromised with the dominant conservative forces, whereby
liberal democrats like Bill Clinton, or social democrats like Tony Blair, would them-
selves take conservative positions in curbing welfare, cutting social spending, or
unleashing military intervention.

Hegemony theory thus calls for historically specific sociocultural analysis of par-
ticular contexts and forces, requiring dissection of how culture and a variety of social
institutions from the media to the university facilitate broader social and political
ends. Analyses of hegemony emphasize that a wide array of cultural institutions
function within social reproduction including the church, schools, traditional and
elite culture, sports, and the entertainment media. The approach requires social con-
textualization of all ideas, representations, and cultural forms; it enjoins seeing societies
as a locus of social contestation between competing groups who seek dominance
and who manipulate reigning institutions and culture to promote their ends.

Theories of hegemony and ideology were further developed by a group of thinkers
who were organized around the German Institute for Social Research in Frankfurt
in the 1930s. Their core members were Jewish radicals who later went into exile to
the United States after Hitler’s rise to power. Establishing themselves in a small
institute in New York affiliated with Columbia University, the Institute for Social
Research, they developed analyses of the culture industries which had emerged
as key institutions of social hegemony in the era that they called state-monopoly
capitalism. Max Horkheimer, Theodor W. Adorno, Herbert Marcuse, and Walter
Benjamin, who was loosely affiliated with the Institute, analyzed the new forms of
corporate and state power during a time in which giant corporations ruled the
capitalist economies and the might of the state grew significantly under the guise of
fascism, Russian communism, and the state capitalism of Roosevelt’s New Deal
which required a sustained government response to the crisis of the economic
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Depression in the 1930s. In this conjuncture, ideology played an increasingly import-
ant role in inducing consent to a diversity of social systems.

To a large extent, the Frankfurt school inaugurated critical studies of mass com-
munication and culture, showing in detail how the media were controlled by groups
who employed them to further their own interests and domination. They were the
first social theorists to see the importance of what they called the “culture indus-
tries” in the reproduction of contemporary societies, in which so-called mass culture
and communications stand in the center of leisure activity, are important agents of
socialization and mediators of political reality, and should be seen as primary institu-
tions of contemporary societies with a variety of economic, political, cultural, and
social eftects.

Having experienced the rise of fascism and fascist use of the media in Germany in
the 1930s, they noted during their exile in the United States how the culture indus-
try was controlled by predominant capitalist economic interests and functioned to
reproduce the established market society and democratic polity. The Frankfurt school
developed a critical and transdisciplinary approach to cultural and communications
studies, combining critique of political economy of the media, analysis of texts, and
audience reception studies of the social and ideological effects of mass culture and
communications. They coined the term “culture industry” to signify the process of
the industrialization of mass-produced culture and the commercial imperatives which
drove the system. The critical theorists analyzed all mass-mediated cultural artifacts
within the context of industrial production, in which the commodities of the culture
industries exhibited the same features as other products of mass production: com-
modification, standardization, and massification. The culture industries had the singular
function, however, of providing ideological legitimation of the existing capitalist
societies and of integrating individuals into the framework of the capitalist system.

Furthermore, the critical theorists investigated the cultural industries in a political
context as a form of the integration of the working class into capitalist societies. The
Frankfurt school were one of the first neo-Marxian groups to examine the effects of
mass culture and the rise of the consumer society on the working classes which were
to be vehicles of revolution in the classical Marxian scenario. They also analyzed the
ways that the culture industries were stabilizing contemporary capitalism, and accord-
ingly they sought new strategies for political change, agencies of social transformation,
and models for human emancipation that could serve as norms of social critique and
goals for political struggle.

Thus, in their theories of the culture industries and critiques of mass culture, the
Frankfurt school were the first to systematically analyze and criticize mass-mediated
culture and communications within critical social theory. Their approach suggests
that to properly understand any specific form of media or culture, one must under-
stand how it is produced and distributed in a given society and how it is situated in
relation to the dominant social structure. The Frankfurt school thought, for the
most part, that media culture simply reproduced the existing society and manipulated
mass audiences into obedience.

One of their members, however, Walter Benjamin, had a more optimistic and
activist view of the potential of media, such as film, to promote progressive political
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ends than his colleagues Horkheimer and Adorno. In “The Work of Art in the Age
of Mechanical Reproduction,” Benjamin argued that film, sports, and other forms of
mass entertainment were creating a new kind of spectator, able to critically dissect
cultural forms and to render intelligent judgment on them. For Benjamin, the decline
of the aura of the work of art — the sense of originality, uniqueness, and authenticity
— under the pressures of mechanical reproduction helped produce a public able
to more actively engage a wide range of cultural phenomena. He argued that, for
instance, the spectators of sports events were discriminating judges of athletic activity,
able to criticize and analyze plays, athletes, strategies, and so on. Likewise, Benjamin
postulated that film audiences as well can become experts of criticism and ably
dissect the construction, meanings, and ideologies of film.

Benjamin saw that politics were being aestheticized in the contemporary era,
deploying techniques of mystification and cultural manipulation to produce media
spectacles to gain mass assent to specific political candidates and groups. He was one
of the first to dissect the new public spheres that were emerging in the period when
the fascist party and state used organs of public communication like the film, radio,
or political rally to promote their ends. Moreover, Benjamin’s work is also important
for focusing on the technology of cultural reproduction, seeing the changes in new
media techniques, and carrying out political critique, while calling for democratic
transformation of media technology and institutions.

A second-generation member of the Frankfurt school, Jiirgen Habermas, grew up
under German fascism, found it repellent, and undertook life-long investigations of
contemporary society and culture, in part motivated by desire to prevent the recur-
rence of fascism. After studying with Horkheimer and Adorno in Frankfurt, Germany,
in the 1950s, Habermas investigated in his early work the ways that a new public
sphere emerged during the time of the Enlightenment and the American and French
revolutions, and how it promoted political discussion and debate. Habermas’s concept
of the public sphere described a space of institutions and practices between private
and public interests. The public sphere mediated for Habermas between the domains
of the family and the workplace (where private interests prevail), and the state,
which often exerts arbitrary forms of power and domination. What Habermas called
the “bourgeois public sphere” consisted of the realm of public assemblies, pubs and
coffee houses, literary salons, and meeting halls where citizens gathered to discuss
their common public affairs and to organize against arbitrary and oppressive forms of
social and public authority. The public sphere was nurtured by newspapers, journals,
pamphlets, and books which were read and discussed in social sites like pubs and
coftee houses.

Habermas notes that newspapers were initially commercial sheets that dissemin-
ated “news” (i.e. what was novel and contemporary), but then were transformed
into instruments of political debate under the pressures of the American and French
Revolutions and the organization of political groups to revolutionize society. Yet
newspapers also fell prey to commercial imperatives and often put profit and busi-
ness interests above political opinion, selling advertising and papers via tabloid
sensationalism and entertainment rather than disseminating political information and
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ideas. Moreover, as the society became more dominated by mass media, powerful
corporations came to control major institutions like newspapers, radio, film, and
television. These arms of the culture industry served the interests of the media
conglomerates and the corporations and advertisers who financed them. In this
conjuncture, the public sphere was colonized by big media which came to dominate
public life and which recast the public sphere from a locus of information and debate
to a site of manipulation by corporate powers.

In retrospect, the theorists discussed so far articulate ascending stages of modern
Western societies. While Habermas’s theory of the public sphere describes the earlier
phase of liberal bourgeois society, Marx and Engels analyze the consolidation of the
class rule of the bourgeoisie and hegemony of capitalism during the mid-nineteenth
century. Gramsci in turn presents the transition from liberal capitalism to fascism in
Italy in the 1930s, while the work of Horkheimer and Adorno can be read as an
articulation of a theory of the state and monopoly capitalism which became domin-
ant throughout the world during the 1930s. This era constituted a form of “organized
capitalism,” in which the state and mammoth corporations managed the economy
and in which individuals submitted to state and corporate control.

The period is often described as “Fordism” to designate the system of mass pro-
duction and the homogenizing regime of capital which sought to produce mass desires,
tastes, and behavior. The culture industries discussed by Horkheimer and Adorno
were the form of cultural organization parallel to Fordism as a mode of industrial
production. Just as American automobiles were produced on assembly lines accord-
ing to a well-organized plan and division of labor, so too were film, broadcasting,
magazines, and assorted forms of media culture generated according to types and
with a well-organized division of labor.

The decades following the Second World War were a period of mass production
and consumption characterized by uniformity and homogeneity of needs, thought,
and behavior, constituting a “mass society” and what the Frankfurt school described
as “the end of the individual.” No longer was personal thought and action the
motor of social and cultural progress; instead gigantic organizations and institutions
overpowered individuals. The period corresponds to the staid, ascetic, conformist,
and conservative world of corporate capitalism that was dominant in the 1950s with
its organization men, its conspicuous consumption, and its mass culture.

During this period, mass culture and communication were essential in generating
the modes of thought and behavior appropriate to a highly organized and homo-
genized social order. Hence, the Frankfurt-school theory of “the culture industries”
articulates a vital historical shift to an epoch in which mass consumption and culture
were indispensable to producing a consumer society based on uniform needs and
desires for mass-produced products and a mass society based on social organization and
conformity. It is culturally the time in the United States of strongly controlled net-
work radio and television, insipid top-40 pop music, glossy Hollywood films, national
magazines, largely conservative newspapers, and other mass-produced cultural artifacts.
In the Soviet communist bloc, and other sectors where state-controlled broadcast-
ing prevailed, systems of broadcasting were intended to reproduce the dominant
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national culture or state ideology, while serving as instruments of social integration
and conformity.

Of course, media culture was never as massified and homogencous as in the
Frankfurt-school model, and one could argue that the model was flawed even
during its time of origin and influence and that other models were preferable (such
as those of Walter Benjamin, Siegfried Kracauer, Ernst Bloch, and others of the
Weimar generation and, later, British cultural studies, as we suggest below). Yet the
original Frankfurt-School theory of the culture industry articulated the important
social roles of media culture during a particular sociohistorical epoch and provided
a model, still of use, of an exceedingly commercial and technologically advanced
culture that promotes the needs of dominant corporate interests, plays a principal
role in ideological reproduction, and enculturates the populace into the dominant
system of needs, thought, and behavior.

With the economic boom of the 1960s and proliferation of new products and
ideas, structuralism became the intellectual vogue in France. Theories of structure
(linguistic, anthropological, social) emerged from an age of burgeoning technology
and influenced the Marxist revisionism of French philosopher Louis Althusser. Begin-
ning with Marx’s thesis that the mode of production determines the character of
social, intellectual, and cultural life, Althusser sees ideology as an effect of the struc-
ture of society, a force in which economic, political-legal, cultural, and ideological
practices are interrelated to shape social consciousness. In Althusser’s version of
“structural Marxism,” “ideological state apparatuses” (schooling, media, the judiciary,
etc.) “interpellated” individuals into preconceived forms of subjectivity that left no
space for opposition or resistance. On this account, subjects were constructed as pre-
constituted individuals, men or women, members of a specific class, and were induced
to identify with the roles, behavior, values, and practices of the existing state-
capitalist society. In fact, it is Althusser who advanced the idea that ideology operates
via everyday practices, rather than through some form of externally imposed doctrine.
Combining psychoanalysis, Marxism, and structuralism, Althusser thus analyzed how
individuals were incorporated into specific social systems and functioned to reproduce
contemporary capitalist societies. A strain of Althusserian structural Marxism is evident
in the early period of British cultural studies.

Following the lines of this narrative, we will argue through the Introduction that
the subsequent forms of cultural and media analysis respond to developments within
Western capitalist societies from the end of the Second World War until the present.
Cultural theories analyze historical metamorphosis and novelties, and articulate
sociohistorical conditions, practices, and transformations. Theories provide maps of
social orders and tools to understand and transform them. The proliferation of
theories in the past two decades itself highlights the increasing differentiation and
fragmentation of Western societies during an epoch of intense social struggle and
turbulent change. Accordingly, we will map the vicissitudes of theory in the post-
Second World War conjuncture in the remainder of the introduction, providing an
overview of the emergence of leading theories, methods, and themes within the
terrain of media and cultural studies.
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Social Life and Cultural Studies

But certainly for the present age, which prefers the sign to the thing signified,
the copy to the original, fancy to reality, the appearance to the essence, . ..
illusion only is sacred, truth profane. Nay, sacredness is held to be enhanced in
proportion as truth decreases and illusion increases, so that the highest degree
of illusion comes to be the highest degree of sacredness.

— Ludwig Feuerbach

Culture is produced and consumed within social life. Hence, particular cultural
artifacts and practices must be situated within the social relations of production and
reception in which culture is produced, distributed, and consumed in order to be
properly understood and interpreted. Contextualizing cultural forms and audiences
in historically specific situations helps illuminate how cultural artifacts reflect or
reproduce concrete social relations and conditions — or oppose and attempt to
transform them. The foundational writings that we discussed in the previous section
provide concepts for situating culture and media within distinctive social and histor-
ical contexts. Likewise, in our introduction, we are positioning the emergence of
theories of media and culture within determinate sociohistorical circumstances, and
are thus engaging in social contextualization ourselves.

After the Second World War, the consumer society emerged throughout the
Western world. Whereas the primary US corporations were developing systems of
mass production and consumption in the 1920s, which saw the rise of media indus-
tries like broadcasting, advertising, and mass publications to promote consumer
goods, the 1930s depression and then the Second World War prevented the intro-
duction of the consumer society. As we observed above, the Frankfurt school, living
in exile in the United States, were among the first to theorize this new configuration
of society and culture in their critique of the culture industry, the integrative role
of mass consumer society, and the new values and personality structures being
developed. By the 1950s, theorists throughout the more evolved capitalist countries
were producing theories of consumption, the media, and the changed conditions of
everyday life to respond to the changes and transformations in the emergent con-
sumer and media society.

In the United States, marketing research for big corporations and advertising
agencies took up broadcasting research, and out of this process a certain model of
“mass communication” studies emerged. Paul Lazarsfeld and his colleagues at the
Princeton Radio Research Institute, which included Frankfurt-school member T. W.
Adorno, began researching which programs audiences regularly tuned into, studied
audience taste, and accordingly advised corporations concerning consumer demand
for broadcasting product and what sort of programming was most popular. Hence,
mass communications research emerged as an off-shoot of consumer research in the
1940s and 1950s, producing a tradition of empirical study of the established forms
of culture and communications.
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Rapid modernization in France after the Second World War and the introduction
of the consumer society in the 1950s provoked much debate and contributed to
constructing a variety of discourses on the media and consumer society in France,
inspiring Roland Barthes, Henri Lefebvre, Guy Debord, Jean Baudrillard, and their
contemporaries to develop novel analyses of the emerging forms of society and
culture. It was clear that the consumer society was multiplying images, spectacle,
and new cultural forms and modes of everyday life. The leading French theorists of
the period attempted to explain, make sense of, and in many cases criticize the
novelties of the era.

Roland Barthes applied the emergent theories of structuralism and semiology to
make sense of the expansion of media culture and its important social functions.
Structuralism was developed in the 1950s by the French anthropologist Claude
Lévi-Strauss to articulate the basic structures of culture and society. Semiology,
created earlier in the century by the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure, analyzed
the fundamental rules, codes, and practices of language usage. In the hands of
Barthes, semiology assumed that society and culture were texts that could be analyzed
for their structures, significance, and effects.

Barthes’s Mythologies employed both methods to analyze the codes and meanings
embedded in artifacts of popular culture ranging from wrestling to soap ads, while
dissecting their social functions. The “mythologies” Barthes studied functioned to
naturalize and eternalize the historically contingent forms of French bourgeois cul-
ture that he analyzed. In his famous reading of a picture of a Black African soldier
saluting the French flag, for example, Barthes claimed that the image erased the
horrors of French imperialism, presenting a sanitized portrait of a French soldier
that made it appear natural that an African should salute the French flag and exhibit
the proper signs of military behavior.

A very different historical and cultural approach to the study of media and culture
was developed in North America in the 1950s and 1960s by Marshall McLuhan. In
his distinguished and influential work Understanding Media, McLuhan described a
paradigm shift from earlier print culture to the new media culture. Whereas print
culture, McLuhan argued, produced rational, literate, and individualist subjects, who
followed the linear and logical form of print media in thought and reasoning, the
proliferating media culture produced more fragmentary, nonrational, and aestheticized
subjects, immersed in the sights, sounds, and spectacles of media like film, radio,
television, and advertising. The new media culture was, McLuhan argued, “tribal,”
sharing collective ideas and behavior. It was generating an expanding global culture
and consciousness that he believed would overcome the individualism and nationalism
of the previous modern era.

McLuhan aroused a generation to take seriously media as an active agent of
fundamental historical change and media culture as an important terrain of study. In
his groundbreaking work Society of the Spectacle, Guy Debord described the prolifera-
tion of commodities and the “immense accumulation of spectacles” that character-
ized the new consumer society. Grocery, drug, and department stores were exhibiting
a dazzling profusion of commodities and things to purchase which in turn were
celebrated in advertising campaigns that inscribed the seductive consumer items
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with an aura of magic and divinity. The media themselves are spectacles in Debord’s
sense with MTV, for example, broadcasting a collage of dazzling music videos, ads,
and sequences that attempt to capture the dynamics and attractions of contemporary
youth culture. Films provide larger-than-life spectacle replete with special effects,
snappy editing, and intense sound.

Hence, the “society of the spectacle” refers to a media and consumer society,
organized around the consumption of images, commodities, and spectacles. In our
day, malls, the cyberspectacle of the internet, and emerging virtual-reality devices
proliferate the realm of the spectacle, providing new relevance to Debord’s analysis.
Moreover, the “society of the spectacle” also refers to the vast institutional and
technical apparatus of contemporary societies which produce commodities and
media events. The concept encompasses all the means and methods ruling powers
employ, outside of direct force, which subject individuals to societal manipulation,
while obscuring the nature and effects of operations of domination and subordina-
tion. Under this broader definition, the education system and the institutions of
representative democracy, as well as the endless inventions of consumer gadgets,
sports, media culture, and urban and suburban architecture and design are all integral
components of the spectacular society. Schooling, for example, involves sports, fratern-
ity and sorority rituals, bands and parades, and various public assemblies that indoc-
trinate individuals into dominant ideologies and practices. Contemporary politics is
also saturated with spectacles, ranging from daily “photo opportunities,” to highly
orchestrated special events which dramatize state power, to TV ads and image
management for prepackaged candidates during election campaigns.

In the post-Second World War conjuncture, the spectacle became globalized as
corporations like Coke and Pepsi, sundry national automobile corporations, IBM and
the nascent computer industry, and subsequently McDonald’s, Nike, Microsoft, and
a cornucopia of global products circulated throughout the world. Ariel Dorfman
and Armand Mattelart record the response of Third World activists to the saturation
of their Latin American culture with products from the Walt Disney corporation. In
their controversial How to Read Donald Duck, they provide critical dissection of the
meanings, messages, and ideologies in artifacts as seemingly harmless as comic books.
The authors explain that these popular comics contained a wealth of images and
stories that naturalized capitalism and imperialism, much like the “mythologies”
which Barthes criticized in France.

Critical approaches to society and culture were proliferating throughout the world
by the 1960s. All of the theories we have discussed so far can be seen as providing
models of media and cultural studies, but the school of cultural studies that has
become a global phenomenon of great importance over the last decades was inaugur-
ated by the University of Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies
in 1964. Under its director Richard Hoggart, and his successor Stuart Hall, who
directed the Centre from 1968 to 1979, the Birmingham groups developed a variety
of critical perspectives for the analysis, interpretation, and criticism of cultural arti-
facts, combining sociological theory and contextualization with literary analysis of
cultural texts. The now classical period of British cultural studies from the early
1960s to the early 1980s adopted a Marxian approach to the study of culture, one
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especially influenced by Althusser and Gramsci. Through a set of internal debates,
and responding to social conflicts and movements of the 1960s and the 1970s, the
Birmingham group came to concentrate on the interplay of representations and
ideologies of class, gender, race, ethnicity, and nationality in cultural texts, especially
concentrating on media culture. They were among the first to study the effects of
newspapers, radio, television, film, and other popular cultural forms on audiences.
They also engaged how assorted audiences interpreted and deployed media culture
in varied ways and contexts, analyzing the factors that made audiences respond in
contrasting manners to media texts.

From the beginning, British cultural studies systematically rejected high/low
culture distinctions and took seriously the artifacts of media culture, thus surpassing
the elitism of dominant literary approaches to culture. Likewise, British cultural
studies overcame the limitations of the Frankfurt-school notion of a passive audience
in their conceptions of an active audience that creates meanings and the popular.
Reproducing the activism of oppositional groups in the 1960s and 1970s, the
Birmingham school was engaged in a project aimed at a comprehensive criticism
of the present configuration of culture and society, attempting to link theory and
practice to orient cultural studies toward fundamental social transformation. British
cultural studies situated culture within a theory of social production and reproduc-
tion, specifying the ways that cultural forms served either to further social control,
or to enable people to resist. It analyzed society as a hierarchical and antagonistic set
of social relations characterized by the oppression of subordinate class, gender, race,
ethnic, and national strata. Employing Gramsci’s model of hegemony and counter-
hegemony, British cultural studies sought to analyze “hegemonic,” or ruling, social
and cultural forces of domination and to locate “counterhegemonic” forces of resist-
ance and contestation.

British cultural studies aimed at a political goal of social transformation in which
location of forces of domination and resistance would aid the process of political
transformation. From the beginning, the Birmingham group was oriented toward
the crucial political problems of their age and milieu. Their early spotlight on class
and ideology derived from an acute sense of the oppressive and systemic effects of
class in British society and the movements of the 1960s against class inequality and
oppression. The work of the late 1950s and early 1960s Williams/Hoggart/Hall
stage of cultural studies emphasized the potential of working-class cultures; then
began in the 1960s and 1970s appraising the potential of youth subcultures to resist
the hegemonic forms of capitalist domination. Unlike the classical Frankfurt school
(but similar to Herbert Marcuse), British cultural studies looked to youth cultures as
providing potentially potent forms of opposition and social change. Through studies
of youth subcultures, British cultural studies demonstrated how culture came to
constitute distinct forms of identity and group membership and appraised the
oppositional potential of diverse youth subcultures.

Cultural studies came to center attention on how subcultural groups resist dominant
forms of culture and identity, creating their own style and identities. Individuals
who conform to hegemonic dress and fashion codes, behavior, and political ideologies
produce their identities within mainstream groups, as members of particular social
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groupings (such as white, middle-class, conservative Americans). Individuals who
identify with subcultures, like punk or hip hop, look and act differently from those
in the mainstream, and create oppositional identities, defining themselves against
standard models.

As it developed into the 1970s and 1980s, British cultural studies successively
appropriated emerging analyses of gender, race, sexuality, and a wide range of
critical theories. They developed ways to examine and critique how the established
society and culture promoted sexism, racism, homophobia, and additional forms of
oppression — or helped to generate resistance and struggle against domination and
injustice. This approach implicitly contained political critique of all cultural forms
that promoted oppression, while positively affirming texts and representations that
produced a potentially more just and egalitarian social order.

Developments within British cultural studies have been in part responses to con-
testation by a multiplicity of distinct groups that have produced new methods and
voices within cultural studies (such as a variety of feminisms, gay and lesbian studies,
many multiculturalisms, critical pedagogies, and projects of critical media literacy).
Hence, the center and fulcrum of British cultural studies at any given moment was
determined by the struggles in the present political conjuncture, and their major
work was conceived as political interventions. Their studies of ideology and the
politics of culture directed the Birmingham group toward analyzing cultural arti-
facts, practices, and institutions within existing networks of power. In this context,
they attempted to show how culture both provided tools and forces of domination
and resources for resistance and opposition. This political optic valorized studying
the effects of culture and audience use of cultural artifacts, which provided an
extremely productive focus on audiences and reception, topics that had been neglected
in most previous text-based methods. Yet recent developments in the field of cul-
tural studies have arguably vitiated and depoliticized the enterprise, as we shall note
in the conclusion to the introduction.

British cultural studies, then, in retrospect, emerges in a later era of capital follow-
ing the stage of state and monopoly capitalism analyzed by the Frankfurt school into
a more variegated, globalized, and conflicted cultural formation. The forms of culture
described by the earliest phase of British cultural studies in the 1950s and early
1960s articulated conditions in an era in which there were still significant tensions in
England and much of Europe between an older working-class-based culture and the
newer mass-produced culture whose models and exemplars were the products of
American culture industries. The initial stage of cultural studies developed by Richard
Hoggart, Raymond Williams, and E. P. Thompson attempted to preserve working-
class culture against onslaughts of mass culture produced by the culture industries.
Thompson’s historical inquiries into the history of British working-class institutions
and struggles, the defenses of working-class culture by Hoggart and Williams, and
their attacks on mass culture were part of a socialist and working-class-oriented
project which assumed that the industrial working class was an agent of progressive
social change and that it could be mobilized and organized to resist the inequalities
of the existing capitalist societies and work for a more egalitarian one. Williams and
Hoggart were deeply involved in activities of working-class education and oriented
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toward socialist working-class politics, seeing their form of cultural studies as an
instrument of progressive social change.

The initial critiques in the first wave of British cultural studies of Americanism
and mass culture in Hoggart, Williams, and the Birmingham center paralleled to
some extent the earlier critique of the Frankfurt school, yet celebrated a working
class that the Frankfurt school saw as defeated in Germany and much of Europe
during the period of fascism and which they never saw as a strong resource for
emancipatory social change. The early work of the Birmingham school was continu-
ous with the radicalism of the first wave of British cultural studies (the Hoggart—
Thompson-Williams “culture and society” tradition). The post-1980s work inspired
by British cultural studies became global in impact and responded to the new
cultural and political conditions described in postmodern theory which we discuss
below.

As we shall see, many forms of the study of culture and media preceded and
accompanied the development of British cultural studies. In the following sections,
we will observe examples of European and North American cultural studies and
developments within the field throughout the world. We will also present a range of
perspectives, often critical of the Frankfurt school, British cultural studies, and the
other theories that we have so far examined. Next, however, we will introduce an
approach to media and culture which focuses on the system and practices of produc-
tion and distribution. This “political economy” perspective is sometimes taken as
antithetical to cultural studies, and representatives of each position often attack each
other, claiming their approach is superior. We, however, will argue that cultural
studies and political economy viewpoints can be integrated, and that both are key
parts of a more inclusive critical media and cultural theory.

Political Economy and Globalization

The anatomy of civil society is to be sought in political economy.
— Karl Marx

A political economy approach to media and culture centers more on the production
and distribution of culture than on interpreting texts or studying audiences. The
references to the terms “political” and “economy” call attention to the fact that the
production and distribution of culture takes place within a specific economic and
political system, constituted by relations between the state, the economy, social
institutions and practices, culture, and organizations like the media. Political economy
thus encompasses economics and politics, and the relations between them and the
other central structures of society and culture. With regard to media institutions,
for instance, in Western democracies, a capitalist economy dictates that cultural
production is governed by laws of the market, but the democratic imperatives mean
that there is some regulation of culture by the state. There are often tensions within
a given society concerning which activities should be governed by the imperatives of
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the market, or economics, alone, and how much state regulation or intervention is
desirable to assure a wider diversity of broadcast programming, or the prohibition of
phenomena agreed to be harmful, such as cigarette advertising or pornography.

Political economy highlights that capitalist societies are organized according to
a dominant mode of production that structures institutions and practices according
to the logic of commodification and capital accumulation. Cultural production and
distribution is accordingly profit- and market-oriented in such a system. Forces of
production (such as media technologies and creative practice) are shaped according
to dominant relations of production (such as the profit imperative, the maintenance
of hierarchical control, and relations of domination). Hence, the system of produc-
tion (e.g. market or state oriented) is important, as suggested below, in determining
what sort of cultural artifacts are produced and how they are consumed. Hence,
“political economy” does not merely pertain solely to economics, but to the relations
between the economic, political, technological, and cultural dimensions of social
reality. The structure of political economy links culture to its political and economic
context and opens up cultural studies to history and politics. It refers to a field of
contestation and antagonism and not an inert structure as caricatured by some of its
opponents.

Political economy should also discern and analyze the role of technology in
cultural production and distribution, seeing, as in McLuhan, how technology and
forms of media structure economic, social, and cultural practices and forms of life.
In our era, the proliferation of new technologies and multimedia — ranging from
computers to DVDs to new types of digitized film and music — call attention to the
key role of technology in the economy and everyday life and make clear that tech-
nological and economic factors are often deeply interconnected. In a time of tech-
nological revolution, the role of technology is especially important, and so political
economy must engage the dominant forms of technology in its analysis.

In the present stage of capitalist hegemony, political economy grounds its approach
within empirical analysis of the actual system of cultural production, investigating
the constraints and structuring influence of the dominant capitalist economic system
and a commercialized cultural system controlled by powerful corporations. Inserting
texts into the system of culture within which they are produced and distributed can
help elucidate features and effects of the texts that textual analysis alone might miss
or downplay. Rather than being antithetical to approaches to culture, political economy
can contribute to textual analysis and critique. The system of production often
determines what type of artifacts will be produced, what structural limits there will
be as to what can and cannot be said and shown, and what kind of audience effects
cultural artifacts may generate.

Study of the codes of television, film, or popular music, for instance, is enhanced
by examining the formulas and conventions of media culture production. These
cultural forms are structured by well-defined rules and conventions, and investigation
of the production of culture can help elucidate the codes actually in play. Because of
the demands of the format of radio or music television, for instance, most popular
songs are three to five minutes, fitting into the format of the distribution system.
Because of their control by giant media corporations oriented primarily toward
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profit, film and television production in the US is dominated by specific genres such
as talk and game shows, soap operas, situation comedies, action/adventure shows,
and so on. This economic factor explains why there are cycles of certain genres and
subgenres, sequelmania in the film industry, crossovers of popular films into television
series. Seeing how competition for audiences decides what shows are produced also
helps explain why there is homogeneity in products constituted within systems of
production with established generic codes, formulaic conventions, and well-defined
ideological boundaries.

Furthermore, one cannot really discern the role of the media in events like the
Gulf War without analyzing the production and political economy of news and
information, as well as the actual text of the Gulf War and its reception by its
audience. Or, one cannot fully grasp the Madonna phenomenon without discussing
her marketing strategies, her political environment, her cultural artifacts, and their
effects. Likewise, in appraising the full social impact of pornography, one needs to
be aware of the sex industry and the production process of, say, pornographic films,
and not just on the texts themselves and their effects on audiences.

In addition, study of political economy can help ascertain the limits and range of
political and ideological discourses and effects. Study of television and politics in
the United States, for instance, suggests that takeover of the television networks by
leading transnational corporations and communications conglomerates was part of
a “right turn” within US society in the 1980s whereby powerful corporate groups
won control of the state and the mainstream media. For example, during the 1980s
all three networks were taken over by leading corporate conglomerates: ABC was
purchased by Capital Cities, NBC merged with GE, and CBS was bought by the
Tisch Financial Group. Both ABC and NBC sought corporate mergers, and this
motivation, along with other benefits derived from the Reagan administration, might
well have influenced them to downplay criticisms of Reagan and to generally sup-
port his conservative programs, military adventures, and simulated presidency.

In the current conjuncture that is exhibiting a crossing of boundaries and synergy
between information and entertainment industries, there have been significant mergers
between the immense corporations. Previous forms of entertainment are rapidly
being absorbed within the internet, and the computer is coming to be a major
household appliance and source of entertainment, information, play, communication,
and connection with the outside world. As clues to the immensity of the transforma-
tion going on, and as indicators of the syntheses of information and entertainment
in the emerging infotainment society, one might reflect on the massive mergers of
the primary information and entertainment conglomerates that have taken place in
the United States during the past years which have seen the most extensive concen-
tration and conglomeration of information and entertainment industries in history,
including;:

Time Warner and Turner $7.5 billion
Disney/Capital Cities/ABC $19 billion
NBC and Microsoft $20 billion

Viacom and CBS $37 billion.
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Dwarfing all previous information/entertainment corporation mergers, Time Warner
and America On-Line (AOL) proposed a $163.4 billion amalgamation in January
2000. These fusions bring together corporations involved in TV, film, magazines,
newspapers, books, information data bases, computers, and other media, suggesting
a coming implosion of media and computer culture, of entertainment and information
in a new communications/infotainment society. The merger mania is now global in
scale, pointing to an ever more intricately connected global economy. Accordingly,
there have been massive mergers in the telecommunications industry, as well as
between cable and satellite industries with major entertainment and corporate con-
glomerates. By 2003, ten gigantic multinational corporations, including AOL Time
Warner, Disney-ABC, General Electric-NBC, Viacom-CBS, News Corporation,
Vivendi, Sony, Bertelsmann, AT&T, and Liberty Media, controlled most of the pro-
duction of information and entertainment throughout the globe. The result is less
competition and diversity, and more corporate control of newspapers and journalism,
television, radio, film, and other media of information and entertainment.

The corporate media, communications, and information industries are frantically
scrambling to provide delivery for the wealth of information, entertainment, and
further services that will include increased internet access, cellular telephones and
satellite personal communication devices, and computerized video, film, and informa-
tion on demand, as well as internet shopping and more unsavory services like porno-
graphy and gambling. Hence, study of the political economy of media can be
immensely useful for describing the infrastructure of the media, information, and
communications industry and their effects on culture and society. Yet political economy
alone does not hold the key to cultural studies, and important as it is, it has
limitations as a single perspective.

Some political economy analyses reduce the meanings and effects of texts to
rather circumscribed and reductive ideological functions, arguing that media culture
merely reflects the ideology of the ruling economic elite that controls the culture
industries and is nothing more than a vehicle for the dominant ideology. It is true
that media culture overwhelmingly supports capitalist values, but it is also a site of
intense conflict between different races, classes, gender, and social groups. Thus, in
order to fully grasp the nature and effects of media culture, one should see contem-
porary society and culture as contested terrains and media and cultural forms as
spaces in which particular battles over gender, race, sexuality, political ideology, and
values are fought.

Feminist political economy involves domestic activities like cleaning, child-rearing,
shopping, and additional forms of consumption. Feminist critics contend that activ-
ities of packaging, marketing, and display are important dimensions of the capitalist
economy and that therefore study of consumption is as significant as production
in constructing political economy. As feminist political economists point out, ques-
tions of economic power extend to issues of social power. At the heart of studies
of political economy lies the question of how social resources are controlled and by
whom — a question that lays open issues of race, gender, sexual orientation, and
other social groupings that underpin economic privilege and power (or the lack
thereof).
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As FEileen Meehan observes, patriarchy and capitalism are historically intertwined;
her analysis brings to the surface the ways in which the media industries’s commodi-
fication of audiences rests on the intersecting dynamics of these parallel vectors of
power. Media artifacts operate simultaneously on economic and cultural levels, with
one circumscribing the other. Her analysis elucidates the way that societal divisions
of labor based on gender, coupled with prejudices about gender, play a significant
role in defining and differentiating the media’s commodity audience.

Political economy today necessarily involves discussion of a global capitalist world
economy in an era marked by the fall of communism in 1989, technological revolu-
tion, and emergence of a “new economy” based on computer and communication
networks. The term “globalization” is often deployed as a cover concept for the new
world economy, but as Herbert Schiller argues, its continuities with the old world-
system of market capitalism should not be ignored. In fact, globalization is a con-
tested term with some identifying it with new forms of imperialism, and seeing it as
predominantly negative, while others equate it with modernization and the pro-
liferation of novel products, cultural forms, and identities. In fact, it is best to see it
as an extremely complex and ambiguous phenomenon that contains both exciting
and progressive forms like the internet, novel terrains of cyberculture, and emergent
economic and political actors and groups in the world economy — combined with
the growing strength of transnational institutions, intensified competition on a
global level, heightened exploitation, corporate downsizing, and greater levels of
unemployment, economic inequality, and insecurity.

The conception of political economy that we are proposing goes beyond traditional,
sometimes excessively economistic approaches that focus on more strictly economic
issues such as ownership, gate-keeping, and the production and distribution of cul-
ture. Instead, we are suggesting that it involves relations between economy and
polity, culture and people, as well as the interconnection between production and
consumption, distribution and use. Although some conceptions of political economy
are reductive, focusing solely on the economic dimension, we believe that far richer
notions of political economy are possible.

In addition, we would argue that both political economy and more sociologically
and culturally oriented approaches to the study of media culture should be combined.
For some decades now, however, advocates of media and cultural studies based in
textual or audience analysis have been at war with those who advocate a political
economy optic. The hostility between political economy and cultural studies, in our
view, reproduces a great divide within the field of communication and cultural studies
between two competing approaches with different methodologies, objects of study,
and, by now, bodies of texts that represent the opposing schools. This dichotomization
pits social-science-based approaches that take media and communications as their object
against a humanities- and text-based view that focuses on culture.

A largely textual approach centers on the analysis and criticism of texts as cultural
artifacts, employing methods primarily derived from the humanities. The methods of
political economy and empirical communications research, by contrast, utilize more
social-science-based research strategies, ranging from straight quantitative analysis to
more qualitative empirical studies of specific cases or topics, structural analysis of media
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institutions, or historical research. Topics in this area include analysis of ownership
patterns within the political economy of the media, empirical studies of audience
reception and media effects, or structural analysis of the impact of media institutions
in the economy, politics, or everyday life.

Consequently, the seemingly never-ending hostility between political economy
and cultural studies replicates a bifurcation within the fields of communications and
culture between competing paradigms. In our view, the divide is an artificial one,
rooted in an arbitrary academic division of labor. These conflicting approaches point
to a splintering of the field of media communications into specialized subareas with
competing models and methods, and, ironically, to a lack of communication in the
field of communications. The split reproduces an academic division of labor which —
beginning early in the century and intensifying since the end of the Second World
War - followed the trend toward specialization and differentiation symptomatic of
the capitalist economy. The university has followed this broader trend which some
theorists equate with the dynamics of modernity itself, interpreted as a process of
ever-greater differentiation and thus specialization in all fields from business to
education. This trend toward specialization has undermined the power and scope of
cultural and media studies and should be replaced, as we are arguing, by a more
transdisciplinary position.

Moreover, in the present configuration of the emergence of a new global
economy, a critical cultural and media studies needs to grasp the global, national,
and local systems of media production and distribution. In the 1960s, critics of
the global capitalist system described the domination of the world economy by
transnational — mostly American and European — corporations as “imperialism” or
“neo-imperialism,” while its supporters celebrated “modernization.” Today, the term
“globalization” is the standard concept used to describe the new global economy
and culture. One of the features of globalization is the proliferation of new voices and
perspectives on culture and society and the politicization and contestation of forms
of culture previously taken for granted. In a global culture, the proliferation of dit-
ference and new actors are part of the landscape and the question of representation
becomes intensely politicized and contested, as we see in the next section.

The Politics of Representation

Representation in the mediated “Reality” of our mass culture is in itself Power.
— Larry Gross

Whereas political economy approaches to the media and culture derive from a social
sciences tradition, analysis of the politics of representation in media texts derives
from a humanities-based textual approach. Earlier, mass communications approaches
to media content ranged from descriptive content analysis to quantitative analysis of
references, figures, or images in media texts. The more sophisticated methods of textual
analysis, however, derive from more advanced understandings of texts, narratives,
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and representation, as well as the contributions of critical concepts such as ideology
and hegemony.

The idea that all cultural representations are political is one of the major themes of
media and cultural theory of the past several decades. In the 1960s, feminist, African
American, Latino, gay and lesbian, and diverse oppositional movements attacked the
stereotypes and biased images of cultural representations of their groups. These
critiques of sexism, racism, homophobia, and other biases made it clear that cultural
representations are never innocent or pure, that they contain positive, negative, or
ambiguous representations of diverse social groups, that they can serve pernicious
interests of cultural oppression by positioning certain groups as inferior, thus point-
ing to the superiority of dominant social groups. Studies of representations of women
or blacks on American television, for instance, would catalogue negative representa-
tions and show how they produce sexism or racism, or would champion more
positive representations.

Early interventions in the politics of representation concentrated on primarily
“images of” particular social groups, decrying negative images and affirming more
constructive ones. The limitations of such approaches were quickly apparent, and
already by the 1970s more sophisticated analyses began emerging of how texts position
audiences, of how narratives, scenes, and images produce biased representations.
There emerged, then, more sophisticated understanding of how textual mechanisms
help construct social meanings and representations of specific social groups. Exclusions
of groups like Latinos, as well as negative stereotypes, were emphasized, as were the
ways framing, editing, subtexts, and the construction of pictorial images produced
culturally loaded and biased representations of subordinate groups. The narratives of
media culture were scrutinized to discern how certain (usually socially dominant)
forces were represented more affirmatively than subordinate groups, and there was a
search for narratives and representations that more positively represented social types
that had been excluded or negatively presented in mainstream culture (i.e. various
ethnic groups, gays and lesbians, or members of the deaf community).

The turn toward study of audiences in the 1980s, as we have noted, also created
more complex notions of the politics of representation and construction of meaning
by stressing how audiences could perform oppositional readings, reacting negatively
to what they perceived as prejudiced representations of their own social groups, thus
showing themselves to be active creators of meaning, and not just passive victims of
manipulation. Reading culture was seen as a political event, in which one looked for
negative or positive representations, learned how narratives were constructed, and
discerned how image and ideology functioned with media and culture to reproduce
social domination and discrimination.

The debates over the politics of representation and how best to analyze and
criticize offensive images of subordinate groups provided a wealth of insights into
the nature and effects of culture and media. Culture was now conceived as a field of
representation, as a producer of meaning that provided negative and positive depictions
of gender, class, race, sexuality, religion, and further key constituents of identity. The
media were interpreted as potent creators of role models, gender identity, norms,
values, and appropriate and inappropriate behavior, positioning audiences to behave
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in diverging ways. Audiences, however, were eventually able to perceive themselves
as active and creative, able to construct meanings and identities out of the materials
of their culture.

Culture and identity were regarded as constructed, as artificial, malleable, and
contestable artifacts, and not as natural givens. Representations in turn were inter-
preted not just as replications of the real, reproductions of natural objects, but
as constructions of complex technical, narrative, and ideological apparatuses. The
emphasis on the politics of representation called attention to media technologies,
as well as narrative forms, conventions, and codes. It was determined that formal
aspects of media texts, such as framing, editing, or special effects, could help con-
struct specific representations and that different technologies produced different
products and effects.

In addition, the growing emphasis on the active role of audiences from the 1980s
to the present suggested that people could creatively construct cultural meanings,
contest dominant forms, and create alternative readings and interpretations. Audiences
could be empowered to reject prejudicial or stereotyped representations of specific
groups and individuals, and could affirm positive ones. The politics of representation
focused on both encoding and decoding, texts and audiences, and called for more
critical and discriminating responses to the products of media production.

Consequently, cultural representations were perceived to be subject to political
critique and culture itself was conceived as a contested terrain. Film, television,
music, and assorted cultural forms were interpreted as an arena of struggle in which
representations transcode the discourses of conflicting social movements. Beginning
in the 1960s, alternative representations of gender, race, class, the family, the state,
the corporation, and additional dominant forces and institutions began appearing in
a sustained fashion. More complex and engaging representations of women, for
instance, transcoded the critiques of negative stereotypes and sexist representations,
as well as the demand for more active and positive representations. Calls for alternat-
ive voices and the creation of oppositional subcultures were met by increased cul-
tural production by women, people of color, sexual minorities, and others excluded
from cultural debate and creation. Giving voice to alternative visions, telling more
complex stories from the perspective of subordinate groups, and presenting works of
marginalized people shook up dominant systems of cultural production and repre-
sentation. The process created more variety and diversity but also intensified cultural
resistance, as a backlash against oppositional groups of women, people of color, gays
and lesbians, and various marginalized subcultures inevitably began.

The Postmodern Turn

It seems that to talk seriously about postmodernism today, one is still by
definition being defensive. This is because postmodernism has become every-
body’s favorite béte noire, while at the same time not only generously provid-
ing something solid to argue against, when so many other things have been
“melting in the air,” but also, in some mysterious way, being a concept in the
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right place at the right moment. Postmodernism has therefore served the
function of shifting the paradigms in cultural studies and sociology, doing that
kind of intellectual work which inevitably provokes controversy and protest, all
the more so when what seems to be at stake are precisely those terms like
history, society and politics that have given substance and direction to the kind
of work we do as teachers and researchers and the reasons why we do it.

— Angela McRobbie

The notion of the postmodern implies a fundamental rupture in culture and history.
It suggests that there are important changes in the economy, society, culture, the
arts, and our everyday life which require new theories, ways of perceiving the world,
and forms of discourse and practice. Yet as the above quotation indicates, post-
modernism is extremely controversial, with discourses and practices of the “post”
attracting some and repelling others.

To make sense of the bewildering variety of uses of the family of terms within the
field of the postmodern, we would propose distinguishing between modernity and
postmodernity as epochs or stages of history; modernism and postmodernism as
developments within art; and modern and postmodern theory as opposed to modes
of theoretical discourse and intellectual orientations toward the world. In terms of
the narrative of our Introduction, a postmodern turn in culture and society would
correspond to an emergent stage of global capitalism, characterized by new multi-
media, exciting computer and informational technology, and a proliferation of novel
forms of politics, society, culture, and everyday life.

From this perspective, postmodern theorists like Jean Baudrillard, Jean-Frangois
Lyotard, Michel Foucault, Fredric Jameson, Angela McRobbie, Mark Poster, and
others are attempting to engage the new technologies, the emergent forms of
culture and identity, the innovative modes of theory and discourse, and the ascend-
ant forms of global capitalism that are shaping the contemporary era. Just as pre-
vious theories and methods responded to the emergent historical conditions of
their era, so too do the postmodern theories attempt to engage novel and original
contemporary conditions. But just as previous theories and methods had their lim-
itations and blindspots, postmodern theory also has its omissions and deficiencies.
Hence, we would caution our readers, who are perhaps eager to embrace the latest
theories and approaches, to be alert to drawbacks, as well as the benefits of the
postmodern turn.

French theorist Jean Baudrillard was one of the first to engage the novel forms
of culture in theorizing the modes of simulation and hyperreality by which he
described the emergent media and cyberspaces of the new technologies. While he was
prescient in perceiving the importance of new forms of culture and fields of cultural
experience, by declaring “the end of political economy” and by claiming that
simulation, hyperreality, and nascent modes of media and computer culture are
autonomous organizing forces of the contemporary world, he forfeits insight into
the connections between new technologies and form of culture and the restructur-
ing of global capitalism.
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North American cultural theorist Fredric Jameson, by contrast, in his famous
article “Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism,” interprets the
emergent forms of postmodern culture within the context of contemporary capital-
ism, thus connecting the economy and culture. For Jameson, postmodernism is a
form of culture appropriate to the glitzy surfaces, culture of image and spectacle,
and high-intensity emphasis on appearance, style, and look found in contemporary
consumer and media culture. Theorizing postmodernism, for Jameson, requires
understanding the new forms of global capitalism and culture that are emerging, of
which postmodernism is a symptomatic form.

Seen in retrospect, the cultural populism, turn to the audience, and fetishism of
the popular that emerged in British cultural studies during the 1980s and 1990s can
be read as part of a postmodern turn in cultural studies which corresponds to a new
stage of consumer and global capitalism. The Frankfurt school described a mass
society and culture that sought to incorporate individuals into a more homogenized
culture, controlled by big corporations, the state, and centralized media. By con-
trast, the current form of consumer capitalism is more fragmented, specialized,
aestheticized and eroticized, and celebratory of difference, choice, and individual
freedom than the previous stage.

The postmodern turn has generated a great variety and diversity of novel forms of
cultural studies and approaches to the study of media and culture. At their most
extreme, postmodern theories erase the economic, political, and social dimensions of
cultural production and reception, engage in a type of cultural and technological
determinism, indulge in theoreticist blather, and renounce the possibility of textual
interpretation, social criticism, and political struggle. In a more dialectical and political
version, postmodern theory is used to rethink cultural criticism and politics in the
contemporary era. In addition, postmodern theory can be effective in calling atten-
tion to innovative configurations and functions of culture, as it charts the trajectories
and impacts of new technologies, the emergent global economy and culture, and the
novel political terrain and movements, without losing sight of questions of political
power, domination, and resistance. In addition, some versions of postmodern theory
provide extremely useful transdisciplinary perspectives, as did the Frankfurt school,
British cultural studies, feminist, and diverse critical theories at their best.

Globalization and Social Movements

Postmodern, as well as modern, theorists recognize that the world is increasingly
marked by transnational cross-currents and flows which on the one hand are
destabilizing traditional concepts of the nation-state as they become supplanted by
multinational corporations and cross-border affiliations, and on the other hand are
reasserting the dominance of Western capitalism. As Arjun Appadurai argues, the
“global processes involving mobile texts and migrant audiences” cross and trouble
the borders of the modernist nation-state, unlocking a global imagination that opens
up the possibilities of new forms of identity, solidarity, and politics. Yet Appadurai
does not present an uncritical and idealizing vision: the flows that crosscut the globe
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are sometimes violent and repressive, at other times democratic and progressive.
Globalization is a contested term with some identifying it with new forms of imperial-
ism, and seeing it as predominantly negative, while others equate it with modern-
ization and the proliferation of innovative products, cultural forms, and identities.
For example, Douglas Kellner and Richard Kahn identify the uses of the internet
in creating alternative public spheres that foster political activism and progressive,
emancipatory sodalities formed through the use of blogs and other virtual networking
tools.

In fact, it is best to see globalization as an extremely complex and ambiguous
phenomenon that contains both exciting and progressive forms like the internet,
novel terrains of cyberculture, and emergent economic and political actors and groups
in the world economy — combined with the growing strength of transnational insti-
tutions, intensified competition on a global level, heightened exploitation, corporate
downsizing, and greater levels of unemployment, economic inequality, insecurity,
terrorism, and war. Jan Nederveen Pieterse acknowledges the ambiguity of global-
ization as a concept and argues for a recognition of plural forms of globalization that
give rise to new modes of sociopolitical organizing and “hybrid spaces,” such as
cities of peasants or ethnically mixed neighborhoods and cultures.

Globalization is connected with scientific-technological-economic revolution which
involves the advent of emergent forms of labor, politics, culture, and everyday life.
The networked global economy contains economic opportunities, openings for
political transformation, and a wealth of innovative products and technologies which
might improve the human condition. Yet it also threatens to increase divisions
between haves and have-nots, deplete diminishing resources, undermine union and
labor rights, and circulate novel forms of war and terrorism. Hence, globalization
is highly ambiguous, with both promising and threatening features. The internet,
for example, can aid progressive political struggles and movements, or be used by
corporations to enforce their hegemony and control. Globalization is always prolifer-
ating new forms of media and culture. In addition, global forces are both creating
novel modes of cultural homogenization and proliferating cultural differences and
hybridities. It is advancing the interests of major US and other transnational cor-
porations, as well as providing openings for new economic forms and players. Global
processes are producing proliferating transnational institutions and forces, while
challenging the state to strengthen its authority and regulatory powers. And as
globalization comes ever more to the fore, the importance of the local is highlighted
and dramatized. Globalization is thus one of the dominant forces of our era and has
expanded the terrain and scope of media and cultural studies.

Concluding Remarks

Despite their dissimilarity, many of the theories and methods that we have discussed
in this Introduction, ranging from the Frankfurt school to British cultural studies
to French postmodern theory, are transdisciplinary in terms of their metatheory
and practice. Standard academic approaches are discipline oriented, with English
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Departments typically analyzing cultural forms as literary texts, Sociology Departments
focusing on the social dimension of culture, Political Science Departments high-
lighting the politics of culture, and so on. By contrast, transdisciplinary perspectives
subvert existing academic boundaries by combining social theory, cultural analysis,
and political critique. Such transdisciplinary theory requires knowledge of a multi-
plicity of methods and theories that we have indeed attempted to assemble in our
reader.

While our multiperspectivist approach might suggest to the reader a liberal plural-
ist tolerance of disparate theories and methods, we want to advance more systematic
and critical perspectives. Against pluralism and eclecticism, we believe that it is
important to challenge the established academic division of labor and to develop a
transdisciplinary approach that contests both the bifurcation of the field of media
and cultural studies and the society that produces it. A critical media and cultural
studies will overcome the boundaries of academic disciplines and will combine
political economy, social theory and research, and cultural criticism in its project that
aims at critique of domination and social transformation.

Such a critical venture must also engage the emergent cultural, political, and social
forms of the present era. Confronting new technologies, multimedia, and modes of
experience such as cyberspace creates a variety of challenges for media and cultural
studies, ranging from the need to chart the emergent cultural terrains and experi-
ences to producing multiple literacies to analyze and evaluate these spheres and their
forms. Since media and culture are themselves a type of pedagogy, one needs to
create a counterpedagogy to question and critically analyze the often distorted forms
of knowledge, misinformation, deceptive images, and seductive spectacles of the
media and consumer society. Cultivating critical media literacy to analyze intelli-
gently contemporary forms of culture calls for advancement of a new postmodern
pedagogy that takes seriously image, spectacle, and narrative, and thus promotes
visual and media literacy, the ability to read, analyze, and evaluate images, stories,
and spectacles of media culture. Yet a postmodern pedagogy is concerned to develop
multiple literacies, to rethink literacy itself in relation to new technologies and
cultural forms, and to create a cultural studies that encompasses a wide array of
fields, texts, and practices, extending from popular music to poetry and painting to
cyberspace and multimedia like DVDs or iPods.

The particular pedagogy employed, however, should be contextual, depending
on the concrete situation, interests, and problems within the specific site in which
cultural studies is taught or carried out. Yet the pedagogy must address salient
general issues. Media culture is produced in a context of asymmetries of race, class,
and gender and concrete relations of domination and subordination that must be
accounted for in any critical analysis. For us, a postmodern pedagogy does not elide
or occlude issues of power; rather, it allows for a contemporary understanding of
current social and cultural configurations of culture, power, and domination. While
the distinctive situation and interests of the teachers, students, or critics help decide
what precise artifacts are engaged, what methods will be employed, and what pedagogy
will be deployed, the sociocultural environment in which cultural production, recep-
tion, and education occurs must be scrutinized as well.
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Hence, a transdisciplinary cultural and media studies would productively engage
postmodern theory and emergent interpretive discourses and methods while main-
taining important traditional goals like cultivating literacy, critical thinking, and the
art of interpretation. We are currently living in a proliferating image and media
culture in which new technologies are changing every dimension of life from the
economy to personal identity. In a postmodern media and computer culture, fresh
critical strategies are needed to read cultural texts, to interpret the conjunctions of
sight and sound, words and images, that are producing seductive cultural spaces,
forms, and experiences. This undertaking also involves exploration of the emergent
cyberspaces and modes of identities, interaction, and production that are taking place
in the rapidly exploding computer culture, as well as exploring the new public spaces
where myriad forms of political debate and contestation are evolving. Yet engaging
the fresh forms of culture requires using the tools and insights already gained, rather
than simply rejecting all “modern” concepts and theories as irrelevant to the new
“postmodern” condition. As we have argued, adequately understanding postmodern
phenomena requires contextualization in terms of the way that novel cultural arti-
facts are produced by the dominant mode of production and are used to reproduce
— or contest — existing figurations of class, race, gender, and other forms of power
and domination.

Indeed, a future-oriented cultural and media studies should look closely at the
development of the entertainment and information technology industries, the mer-
gers and synergies taking place, the syntheses of computer and media culture that
are being planned and already implemented, and emergent wireless technologies. A
global media and cyberculture is our life-world and fate, and we need to be able to
chart and map it accordingly to survive the dramatic changes currently taking place
and the even more transformative novelties of the rapidly approaching future.
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This section contains a set of key texts which introduce some of the fundamental concepts of
cultural and media criticism. For the theorists whom we have selected here, culture always
arises in specific historical situations, serving particular socio-economic interests, and carrying
out important social functions. For Marx and Engels, the cultural ideas of an epoch serve the
interests of the ruling class, providing ideologies that legitimate class domination. We have
selected a famous text on ideology written for their unpublished work The German Ideology
in 1845. Here for the first time, Marx and Engels presented their materialist theory of history
whereby material interests and class struggles are conceived as the ruling forces of history —
as opposed to the actions of great individuals, ideas, and cultural forces, or political events
like elections and wars.’

The economic base of society for Marx and Engels consisted of the forces and relations of
production in which culture and ideology are constructed to help secure the dominance of
ruling social groups. This influential “base/superstructure” model considers the economy the
base, or foundation, of society, and cultural, legal, political, and other forms of life are con-
ceived as “superstructures” which grow out of and serve to reproduce the economic base.
Many of the theorists in this book develop, revise, and in some cases contest this model,
attempting to theorize, for example, more precisely how culture and media function within
contemporary societies and everyday life.

For the Italian Marxist theorist, Antonio Gramsci, the ruling intellectual and cultural forces
of the era constitute a form of hegemony, or domination by ideas and cultural forms which
induce consent to the rule of the leading groups in a society. Gramsci's example in his Prison
Notebooks, from which we reproduce a selection defining his concept of hegemony, is Italian
fascism, which supplanted the previous liberal bourgeois regime in Italy through its control of
the state and multiplied, often repressive, influence over schooling, the media, and other cul-
tural, social, and political institutions. Gramsci himself was imprisoned for his opposition to
Mussolini's fascist regime, and while in prison he sketched out criticism of the ways that fascism
became the ruling force in Italy, an analysis through which he developed more general
accounts of how ruling social groups and institutions attain social dominance or hegemony.?

Gramsci defined ideology as the ruling ideas which present the “social cement” which
unifies and holds together the dominant social order. He described his own “philosophy of
praxis” as a mode of thought opposed to ideology, which includes, among other things, a
critical analysis of ruling ideas. In a short passage we have included on “Cultural Themes:
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Ideological Material,” Gramsci notes that in his day the press was the dominant instrument
of producing ideological legitimation of the existing institutions and social order, but that
many other institutions such as the church, schools, and different associations and groups
also played a role. He proposed developing a critique of these institutions and the ideologies
that legitimate them, accompanied by development of counterinstitutions and ideas that
would produce alternatives to the existing system.

Members of the Institute for Social Research, established in the 1920s in Frankfurt, Ger-
many, developed some of the first critical perspectives on mass culture and communication in
their famous studies of the culture industries.® T. W. Adorno’s analyses of popular music and
culture (1978 [1932], 1941, 1982, 1989, and 1991), Leo Lowenthal's studies of popular
demagogues, literature, and magazines (1949, 1957, and 1961), Herta Herzog's studies of
radio soap operas (1941), and the perspectives and critiques of mass culture developed in
Horkheimer and Adorno’s famous study of the culture industries (1972 and Adorno, 1991)
provide many examples of the value of what became known as the “Frankfurt school”
approach.

As victims of European fascism, members of the Institute for Social Research experienced
first-hand the ways that the Nazis used the instruments of mass culture to induce submission
to fascist culture and society. While in exile in the United States, the group came to believe
that American media culture was also highly ideological and worked to promote the interests
of US capitalism. Controlled by giant corporations, the culture industries were organized
according to the structures of mass production, churning out mass-produced products that
generated a highly commercial system of culture which in turn sold the values, lifestyles, and
institutions of American capitalism.

The work of the Frankfurt School provided what Paul Lazarsfeld, one of the originators of
modern communications studies, called a critical approach, which he distinguished from the
“administrative research,” which served the interests of dominant corporations and institutions.
The views of Adorno, Lowenthal, and other members of the inner circle of the Institute for
Social Research were contested by Walter Benjamin, an idiosyncratic theorist loosely affiliated
with the Institute. Benjamin, writing in Paris during the 1930s, discerned progressive aspects
in new technologies of cultural production such as photography, film, and radio. In “The
Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” (1969), Benjamin noted how new mass
media were supplanting older forms of culture whereby the mass reproduction of photo-
graphy, film, recordings, and publications replaced the emphasis on the originality and “aura”
of the work of art in an earlier era. Freed from the mystification of high culture, Benjamin
believed that mass culture could cultivate more critical individuals able to judge and analyze
their culture, just as sports fans could dissect and evaluate athletic activities. In addition,
processing the rush of images of cinema created, Benjamin believed, subjectivities better able
to parry the flux and turbulence of experience in industrialized, urbanized societies.

Himself a collaborator of the prolific German artist Bertolt Brecht, Benjamin worked with
Brecht on films, created radio plays, and attempted to utilize the media as organs of social
progress. In the essay “The Artist as Producer” (1999 [1934]), Benjamin argued that pro-
gressive cultural creators should “refunction” the apparatus of cultural production, turning
theater and film, for instance, into a forum of political enlightenment and discussion rather
than a medium of “culinary” audience pleasure. Both Brecht and Benjamin wrote radio plays
and were interested in film as an instrument of progressive social change. In an essay on
radio theory, Brecht anticipated the internet in his call for reconstructing the apparatus of
broadcasting from one-way transmission to a more interactive form of two-way, or multiple,
communication (in Silberman 2000: 41ff.) — a form first realized in CB radio and then
electronically mediated computer communication.*
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Moreover, Benjamin wished to promote a radical cultural and media politics concerned
with the development of alternative oppositional cultures. Yet he recognized that media such
as film could have conservative effects. While he thought it was progressive that mass-
produced works were losing their “aura,” their magical force, and were opening cultural
artifacts for more critical and political discussion, he recognized that film could create a new
kind of ideological magic and aura through the cult of celebrity and techniques like the
close-up that fetishized certain stars or images via the technology of the cinema. His work
is also important therefore for focusing on the technology of cultural reproduction, seeing
the changes in new media techniques, and carrying out political critique while calling for
democratic transformation of media technology and institutions.

Max Horkheimer and T. W. Adorno answered Benjamin's optimism in a highly influential
analysis of the culture industry published in their book Dialectic of Enlightenment, which first
appeared in 1948 and was translated into English in 1972. They argued that the system of
cultural production dominated by film, radio broadcasting, newspapers, and magazines was
controlled by advertising and commercial imperatives, and served to create subservience to
the system of consumer capitalism. While later critics pronounced their approach too mani-
pulative, reductive, and elitist, it is important to note that Horkheimer and Adorno combine
analysis of the system of cultural production, distribution, and consumption with analysis
of some of the sorts of texts of the culture industry, and thus provide a model of a critical
and multidimensional mode of cultural criticism that overcomes the divide between
approaches that solely focus on political economy, texts, or audiences.®

In an encyclopedia article on the public sphere which we have included in KeyWorks,
the German social theorist Jiirgen Habermas summarizes the ideas in his path-breaking book
The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere. Providing historical background to the
triumph of what Horkheimer and Adorno described as the culture industry, Habermas notes
how bourgeois society was distinguished by the rise of a public sphere which stood between
civil society and the state and which mediated between public and private interests. For the
first time in history, individuals and groups could shape public opinion, giving direct expres-
sion to their needs and interests while influencing political practice. The bourgeois public
sphere made it possible to form a realm of public opinion that opposed state power and the
powerful interests that were coming to shape bourgeois society.

Yet Habermas also notes a transition from the liberal public sphere which originated in the
Enlightenment and the American and French Revolution to a media-dominated public sphere
in the current era of what he calls “welfare state capitalism and mass democracy.” This
historical transformation is grounded in Horkheimer and Adorno’s analysis of the culture
industry, in which giant corporations have taken over the public sphere and transformed it
from a sphere of rational debate into one of manipulative consumption and passivity. In this
transformation, “public opinion” shifts from rational consensus emerging from debate, dis-
cussion, and reflection to the manufactured opinion of polls or media experts. In this analysis,
the interconnection between a sphere of public debate and individual participation has thus
been fractured and transmuted into that of a realm of political manipulation and spectacle, in
which citizen-consumers passively ingest and absorb entertainment and information. “Citizens”
thus become spectators of media presentations and discourse which arbitrate public discussion
and thus reduce its audiences to objects of news, information, and public affairs. In Habermas's
words: “Inasmuch as the mass media today strip away the literary husks from the kind of
bourgeois self-interpretation and utilize them as marketable forms for the public services
provided in a culture of consumers, the original meaning is reversed” (1989a, p. 171).

Habermas's critics, however, contend that he idealizes the earlier bourgeois public sphere
by presenting it as a forum of rational discussion and debate when in fact certain groups
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were excluded. While the concepts of the public sphere and democracy assume a liberal and
populist celebration of diversity, tolerance, debate, and consensus, in actuality, the bourgeois
public sphere was dominated by white, property-owning males. As Habermas's critics have
documented, working-class, plebeian, and women's public spheres developed alongside of
the bourgeois public sphere to represent voices and interests excluded in this forum.®

Nonetheless, Habermas is right that in the era of the democratic revolutions a public
sphere emerged in which for the first time in history ordinary citizens could participate in
political discussion and debate, organize, and struggle against unjust authority. Habermas's
account also points to the increasingly important role of the media in politics and everyday
life and the ways that corporate interests have colonized this sphere, using the media and
culture to promote their own interests.

The issue of ideology as a colonizing force is a prevalent theme in the work of the French
philosopher Louis Althusser, whose ideas were enormously influential in the 1970s, especially
shaping early British cultural studies and the work of postmodern Marxist Fredric Jameson.
As Stuart Hall has pointed out, “Althusser’s interventions and their consequent development
are enormously formative for the field of cultural studies” (1978). Althusser drew on the
vogue of structuralism in postwar France, amalgamating Barthesian semiotics, Lévi-Strauss's
structural anthropology, psychoanalytic theory, and a revisionist Marxism to develop a
conceptualization of “ideology” that rested on a notion of a social formation composed of
economic, social, and ideological practices.

Indeed, it is Althusser who shifted the discussion of “ideology” to focus on everyday
practices and rituals organized via social institutions he designated as “ldeological State
Apparatuses” (schools, religion, the family, the media, and others). These material practices,
he argued, were part of a closed system in which individuals were constantly “interpellated”
into a social order, becoming constituted as subjects unconsciously by the dominant social
institutions and discourses. His most widely-read essay, “Ideology and Ideological State
Apparatuses,” outlines his basic assumption that experience, consciousness, and subjectivity
itself, is an effect of an imaginary relationship between an individual and his/her real condi-
tions of existence, a relationship that is constructed by the ISAs, reifies social hierarchies, and
induces people to consent to systems of oppression. As he writes, “[Alll ideology has the
function (which defines it) of ‘constructing’ concrete individuals as subjects” (Althusser,
1971, p. 171).

In later sections, we will see how a variety of other theorists and groups have analyzed
current configurations of culture, ideology, and hegemony and how the positions presented
in this section have been developed in a variety of fashions and have been often sharply
contested as new political and theoretical impulses and movements have come to the fore.
Hence, whereas a critical cultural and media studies emerged in the 1960s during an era
strongly influenced by Marxism, later theoretical developments would contest Marxian posi-
tions and develop a wide variety of approaches to culture and media.

Notes

1 The German Ideology is published in vol. 5 of Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, Collected Works
(New York: International Publishers). On Marxism, see Marx and Engels (1978). On the concept
of ideology, see Thompson (1991).

2 See Gramsci (1971); on Gramsci, see Boggs (1984).

3 On the Frankfurt-school theory of the cultural industries, see Horkheimer and Adorno (1972);
Adorno (1991); the anthology edited by Rosenberg and White (1957); the readers edited by Arato
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and Gebhardt (1982) and Bronner and Kellner (1989); the discussions of the history of the Frankfurt
school in Jay (1971) and Wiggershaus (1994); and the discussion of the Frankfurt-school combina-
tion of social theory and cultural criticism in Kellner (1989a); Steinert (2003), and Gunster (2004).

4 Silberman (2000) collects a wealth of Brecht's texts on radio, film, and the construction of alternat-
ive media and culture. Enzensberger (1974) provides a highly influential updating of Brecht's and
Benjamin's media activism in his call for a progressive media politics in the contemporary era.

5 For further discussion of the Frankfurt-school culture industry analysis, see Kellner (1989 and 1997);
for more primary texts on the debates between Benjamin and the Frankfurt school, see the collection
in Bloch et al. (1977).

6 For a discussion of the first sets of critiques of Habermas's work on the public sphere see Hohendahl
(1979); for a bibliography of writings on the topic, see Gortzen (1981); and for a set of contempor-
ary English-language discussions of the work, after it was finally translated in 1989, see Calhoun
(1992). To get a sense of the astonishingly productive impact of the work in encouraging research
and reflection on the public sphere, see the studies in Calhoun (1992) and Habermas's “Further
Reflections on the Public Sphere” (1992), which cite a striking number of criticisms or developments
of his study.
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The Ruling Class and
the Ruling Ideas

Karl Marx and Friedrvich Engels

1. The Ruling Class and the Ruling Ideas: How the Hegelian
Conception of the Domination of the Spirit in History Arose

[30] The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas: i.c., the class
which is the ruling material force of society is at the same time its ruling intellectunl
force. The class which has the means of material production at its disposal, con-
sequently also controls the means of mental production, so that the ideas of those
who lack the means of mental production are on the whole subject to it. The ruling
ideas are nothing more than the ideal expression of the dominant material relations,
the dominant material relations grasped as ideas; hence of the relations which make
the one class the ruling one, therefore, the ideas of its dominance. The individuals
composing the ruling class possess among other things consciousness, and therefore
think. Insofar, therefore, as they rule as a class and determine the extent and com-
pass of an historical epoch, it is self-evident that they do this in its whole range,
hence among other things rule also as thinkers, as producers of ideas, and regulate
the production and distribution of the ideas of their age: thus their ideas are the
ruling ideas of the epoch. For instance, in an age and in a country where royal
power, aristocracy and bourgeoisie are contending for domination and where, there-
fore, domination is shared, the doctrine of the separation of powers proves to be the
dominant idea and is expressed as an “eternal law”.

The division of labour, which we already saw above (pp. [15-18])* as one of the
chief forces of history up till now, manifests itself also in the ruling class as the
division of mental and [31] material labour, so that inside this class one part appears

* See Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels: Collected Works, vol. 5, 1976, pp. 44-8. [Editor’s note to that
volume]

From Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, “The ruling class and the ruling ideas.” In Karl Marx,
Friedrich Engels: Collected Works, vol. 5, pp. 59-62. Translated by Richard Dixon. New York:
International Publishers, 1976.
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as the thinkers of the class (its active, conceptive ideologists, who make the forma-
tion of the illusions of the class about itself their chief source of livelihood), while
the others’ attitude to these ideas and illusions is more passive and receptive, because
they are in reality the active members of this class and have less time to make up
illusions and ideas about themselves. Within this class this cleavage can even develop
into a certain opposition and hostility between the two parts, but whenever a
practical collision occurs in which the class itself is endangered they automatically
vanish, in which case there also vanishes the appearance of the ruling ideas being not
the ideas of the ruling class and having a power distinct from the power of this class.
The existence of revolutionary ideas in a particular period presupposes the existence
of a revolutionary class; about the premises of the latter sufficient has already been
said above (pp. [18-19, 22-23]).

If now in considering the course of history we detach the ideas of the ruling class
from the ruling class itself and attribute to them an independent existence, if we
confine ourselves to saying that these or those ideas were dominant at a given time,
without bothering ourselves about the conditions of production and the producers
of these ideas, if we thus ignore the individuals and world conditions which are the
source of the ideas, then we can say, for instance, that during the time the aristo-
cracy was dominant, the concepts honour, loyalty, etc., were dominant, during the
dominance of the bourgeoisie the concepts freedom, equality, etc. The ruling class
itself on the whole imagines this to be so. This conception of history, which is
common to all historians, particularly since the eighteenth century, will necessarily
come up against [32] the phenomenon that ever more abstract ideas hold swayj, i.e.,
ideas which increasingly take on the form of universality. For each new class which
puts itself in the place of one ruling before it is compelled, merely in order to carry
through its aim, to present its interest as the common interest of all the members of
society, that is, expressed in ideal form: it has to give its ideas the form of universal-
ity, and present them as the only rational, universally valid ones. The class making a
revolution comes forward from the very start, if only because it is opposed to a class,
not as a class but as the representative of the whole of society, as the whole mass of
society confronting the one ruling class.! It can do this because initially its interest
really is as yet mostly connected with the common interest of all other non-ruling
classes, because under the pressure of hitherto existing conditions its interest has not
yet been able to develop as the particular interest of a particular class. Its victory,
therefore, benefits also many individuals of other classes which are not winning a
dominant position, but only insofar as it now enables these individuals to raise
themselves into the ruling class. When the French bourgeoisie overthrew the rule of
the aristocracy, it thereby made it possible for many proletarians to raise themselves
above the proletariat, but only insofar as they became bourgeois. Every new class,
therefore, achieves domination only on a broader basis than that of the class ruling
previously; on the other hand the opposition of the non-ruling class to the new

® See Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels: Collected Works, vol. 5, 1976, pp. 48-9 and 52-3. [Editor’s
note to that volume]
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ruling class then develops all the more sharply and profoundly. Both these things
determine the fact that the struggle to be waged against this new ruling class, in its
turn, has as its aim a more decisive and more radical negation of the previous
conditions of society than [33] all previous classes which sought to rule could have.

This whole appearance, that the rule of a certain class is only the rule of certain
ideas, comes to a natural end, of course, as soon as class rule in general ceases to be
the form in which society is organised, that is to say, as soon as it is no longer neces-
sary to represent a particular interest as general or the “general interest” as ruling.

Once the ruling ideas have been separated from the ruling individuals and, above
all, from the relations which result from a given stage of the mode of production,
and in this way the conclusion has been reached that history is always under the
sway of ideas, it is very easy to abstract from these various ideas “the Idea”, the
thought, etc., as the dominant force in history, and thus to consider all these
separate ideas and concepts as “forms of self-determination” of the Concept develop-
ing in history. It follows then naturally, too, that all the relations of men can be
derived from the concept of man, man as conceived, the essence of man, Man. This
has been done by speculative philosophy. Hegel himself confesses at the end of the
Geschichtsphilosophie that he “has considered the progress of the concept only” and
has represented in history the “true theodicy” (p. 446). Now one can go back again
to the producers of “the concept”, to the theorists, ideologists and philosophers,
and one comes then to the conclusion that the philosophers, the thinkers as such,
have at all times been dominant in history: a conclusion, as we see, already expressed
by Hegel.

The whole trick of proving the hegemony of the spirit in history (hierarchy Stirner
calls it) is thus confined to the following three attempts.

[34] No. 1. One must separate the ideas of those ruling for empirical reasons,
under empirical conditions and as corporeal individuals, from these rulers, and thus
recognise the rule of ideas or illusions in history.

No. 2. One must bring an order into this rule of ideas, prove a mystical connec-
tion among the successive ruling ideas, which is managed by regarding them as
“forms of self-determination of the concept” (this is possible because by virtue of
their empirical basis these ideas are really connected with one another and because,
conceived as mere ideas, they become self-distinctions, distinctions made by thought).

No. 3. To remove the mystical appearance of this “self-determining concept” it is
changed into a person — “self-consciousness” — or, to appear thoroughly materialistic,
into a series of persons, who represent the “concept” in history, into the “thinkers”,
the “philosophers”, the ideologists, who again are understood as the manufacturers
of history, as the “council of guardians”, as the rulers.” Thus the whole body of
materialistic elements has been eliminated from history and now full rein can be
given to the speculative steed.

This historical method which reigned in Germany, and especially the reason why,
must be explained from its connection with the illusion of ideologists in general,

¢ G. W. F. Hegel, Vorlesungen iiber die Philosophie der Geschichte. [ Editor’s note to Collected Works|
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e.g., the illusions of the jurists, politicians (including the practical statesmen), from
the dogmatic dreamings and distortions of these fellows; this is explained perfectly
casily from their practical position in life, their job, and the division of labour.

[35] Whilst in ordinary life every shopkeeper? is very well able to distinguish
between what somebody professes to be and what he really is, our historiography
has not yet won this trivial insight. It takes every epoch at its word and believes that
everything it says and imagines about itself is true.

Notes

1 [Marginal note by Marx:] (Universality corresponds to 1) the class versus the estate, 2)
the competition, world intercourse, etc., 3) the great numerical strength of the ruling
class, 4) the illusion of the common interests, in the beginning this illusion is true, 5) the
delusion of the ideologists and the division of labour.)

2 [Marginal note by Marx:] Man=the “thinking human spirit”.

4 This word is in English in the manuscript. [Editor’s note to Collected Works)
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(i) History of the Subaltern
Classes; (ii) The Concept

of “ldeology”; (iii) Cultural
Themes: Ideological Material

Antonio Gramsci

(i) History of the Subaltern Classes

Methodological Criterin

The historical unity of the ruling classes is realised in the State, and their history is
essentially the history of States and of groups of States. But it would be wrong to
think that this unity is simply juridical and political (though such forms of unity
do have their importance too, and not in a purely formal sense); the fundamental
historical unity, concretely, results from the organic relations between State or
political society and “civil society”.!

The subaltern classes, by definition, are not unified and cannot unite until they are
able to become a “State”: their history, therefore, is intertwined with that of civil
society, and thereby with the history of States and groups of States. Hence it is
necessary to study: 1. the objective formation of the subaltern social groups, by the
developments and transformations occurring in the sphere of economic production;
their quantitative diffusion and their origins in pre-existing social groups, whose
mentality, ideology and aims they conserve for a time; 2. their active or passive
affiliation to the dominant political formations, their attempts to influence the
programmes of these formations in order to press claims of their own, and the

(i and ii) From Antonio Gramsci, “History of the subaltern classes” and “The concept of ‘ideo-
logy.”” In Quintin Hoare and Geoffrey Nowell Smith (eds. and trans.), Selections from the Prison
Notebooks of Antonio Gramsci, pp. 52-3, 57-8, and 375-7. New York: International Publishers,
1971. (iii) From Antonio Gramsci, “Cultural themes: Ideological material.” In David Forgacs and
Geoffrey Nowell-Smith (eds.), Antonio Gramsci: Selections from Cultural Writings, pp. 389-90.
Translated by William Boelhower. London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1985. © 1985 by Lawrence and
Wishart.
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consequences of these attempts in determining processes of decomposition, renova-
tion or neo-formation; 3. the birth of new parties of the dominant groups, intended
to conserve the assent of the subaltern groups and to maintain control over them;
4. the formations which the subaltern groups themselves produce, in order to press
claims of a limited and partial character; 5. those new formations which assert the
autonomy of the subaltern groups, but within the old framework; 6. those forma-
tions which assert the integral autonomys, . . . etc.?

The list of these phases can be broken down still further, with intermediate phases
and combinations of several phases. The historian must record, and discover the
causes of, the line of development towards integral autonomy, starting from the
most primitive phases; he must note every manifestation of the Sorelian “spirit of
cleavage”.® Therefore, the history of the parties of the subaltern groups is very
complex too. It must include all the repercussions of party activity, throughout the
area of the subaltern groups themselves taken globally, and also upon the attitudes
of the dominant group; it must include as well the repercussions of the far more
effective actions (effective because backed by the State) of the dominant groups
upon the subaltern groups and their parties. Among the subaltern groups, one will
exercise or tend to exercise a certain hegemony through the mediation of a party;
this must be established by studying the development of all the other parties too, in
so far as they include elements of the hegemonic group or of the other subaltern
groups which undergo such hegemony. . ..

The methodological criterion on which our own study must be based is the
following: that the supremacy of a social group manifests itself in two ways, as
“domination” and as “intellectual and moral leadership”. A social group dominates
antagonistic groups, which it tends to “liquidate”, or to subjugate perhaps even by
armed force; it leads kindred and allied groups. A social group can, and indeed must,
already exercise “leadership” before winning governmental power (this indeed is one
of the principal conditions for the winning of such power); it subsequently becomes
dominant when it exercises power, but even if it holds it firmly in its grasp, it must
continue to “lead” as well. . ..

(ii) The Concept of “Ideology”

“Ideology” was an aspect of “sensationalism”, i.e. eighteenth-century French
materialism. Its original meaning was that of “science of ideas”, and since analysis
was the only method recognised and applied by science it means “analysis of ideas”,
that is, “investigation of the origin of ideas”. Ideas had to be broken down into
their original “elements”, and these could be nothing other than “sensations”. Ideas
derived from sensations. But sensationalism could be associated, without too much
difficulty, with religious faith and with the most extreme beliefs in the “power of the
Spirit” and its “immortal destinies”, so that Manzoni,* even after his conversion and
return to Catholicism, even at the time when he wrote the Inni sacri, continued to
adhere in principle to the theory of sensationalism, until he learnt about the philo-
sophy of Rosmini.
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How the concept of Ideology passed from meaning “science of ideas” and “analysis
of the origin of ideas” to meaning a specific “system of ideas” needs to be examined
historically. In purely logical terms the process is easy to grasp and understand.

It could be asserted that Freud is the last of the Ideologues, and that De Man is
also an “ideologue”. This makes the “enthusiasm” of Croce and the Croceans for
De Man even more curious — or would if there wasn’t a “practical” justification for
their enthusiasm.® One should examine the way in which the author of the Popular
Manual [Bukharin]” has remained trapped in Ideology; whereas the philosophy of
praxis represents a distinct advance and historically is precisely in opposition to
Ideology. Indeed the meaning which the term “ideology” has assumed in Marxist
philosophy implicitly contains a negative value judgment and excludes the possibility
that for its founders the origin of ideas should be sought for in sensations, and
therefore, in the last analysis, in physiology. “Ideology” itself must be analysed
historically, in the terms of the philosophy of praxis, as a superstructure.

It seems to me that there is a potential element of error in assessing the value of
ideologies, due to the fact (by no means casual) that the name ideology is given
both to the necessary superstructure of a particular structure and to the arbitrary
elucubrations of particular individuals. The bad sense of the word has become
widespread, with the effect that the theoretical analysis of the concept of ideology
has been modified and denatured. The process leading up to this error can be easily
reconstructed:

1. ideology is identified as distinct from the structure, and it is asserted that it is
not ideology that changes the structures but vice versa;

2. it is asserted that a given political solution is “ideological” — i.e. that it is not
sufficient to change the structure, although it thinks that it can do so; it is
asserted that it is useless, stupid, etc.;

3. one then passes to the assertion that every ideology is “pure” appearance,
useless, stupid, etc.

One must therefore distinguish between historically organic ideologies, those,
that is, which are necessary to a given structure, and ideologies that are arbitrary,
rationalistic, or “willed”. To the extent that ideologies are historically necessary they
have a validity which is “psychological”; they “organise” human masses, and create
the terrain on which men move, acquire consciousness of their position, struggle,
etc. To the extent that they are arbitrary they only create individual “movements”,
polemics and so on (though even these are not completely useless, since they func-
tion like an error which by contrasting with truth, demonstrates it).

It is worth recalling the frequent affirmation made by Marx on the “solidity of
popular beliefs” as a necessary element of a specific situation. What he says more or
less is “when this way of conceiving things has the force of popular beliefs”, etc.
Another proposition of Marx is that a popular conviction often has the same energy
as a material force or something of the kind, which is extremely significant. The
analysis of these propositions tends, I think, to reinforce the conception of historical
bloc in which precisely material forces are the content and ideologies are the form,
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though this distinction between form and content has purely didactic value, since
the material forces would be inconceivable historically without form and the ideo-
logies would be individual fancies without the material forces.

(iii) Cultural Themes: Ideological Material

A study of how the ideological structure of a dominant class is actually organized:
namely the material organization aimed at maintaining, defending and developing
the theoretical or ideological “front”. Its most prominent and dynamic part is the
press in general: publishing houses (which have an implicit and explicit programme
and are attached to a particular tendency), political newspapers, periodicals of every
kind, scientific, literary, philological, popular, etc., various periodicals down to parish
bulletins. If this kind of study were conducted on a national scale it would be
gigantic: one could therefore do a series of studies for one city or for a number of
cities. A news editor of a daily newspaper should have this study as a general outline
for his work: indeed, he should make his own version of it. Think of all the wonder-
ful leading articles one could write on the subject!

The press is the most dynamic part of this ideological structure, but not the only
one. Everything which influences or is able to influence public opinion, directly or
indirectly, belongs to it: libraries, schools, associations and clubs of various kinds,
even architecture and the layout and names of streets. It would be impossible to
explain the position retained by the Church in modern society if one were unaware
of the constant and patient efforts it makes to develop continuously its particular
section of this material structure of ideology.® Such a study, done seriously, would
be very important. Besides providing a living historical model of such a structure, it
would accustom one to a more cautious and exact estimate of the forces acting in
society. What resources can an innovative class set against this formidable complex
of trenches and fortification of the dominant class? The spirit of scission,” in other
words the progressive acquisition of the consciousness of its own historical person-
ality, a spirit of scission that must aim to spread itself from the protagonist class to
the classes that are its potential allies — all this requires a complex ideological labour,
the first condition of which is an exact knowledge of the field that must be cleared
of its element of human “mass”.

Notes

1 For Gramsci’s use of the term “civil society”, see introduction to State and Civil Society,
pp- 206-9.

2 The last three categories refer presumably to trade unions, reformist parties, and commun-
ist parties respectively.

3 See note 4 on p. 126.

4 Alessandro Manzoni (1785-1873), Italian novelist and poet, brought up on the ideas
of the French and Italian Enlightenment but converted to Catholicism in or about 1810.
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His major work is the historical novel I promessi sposi (The Betrothed) (1827: revised
and partly rewritten 1840) in which Enlightenment ideas co-exist uneasily with Catholic
Quicetism. The Inni sacri (Sacred Hymns, or Songs) date from 1812-22.

The most effective literary propagator of ideology was Destutt de Tracy 1754-1836),
because of the ease and popularity of his exposition. Another was Dr. Cabanis with his
Rapport du Physique et du Moral. (Condillac, Helvétius, etc., are more strictly speaking
philosophers.) Link between Catholicism and ideology: Manzoni, Cabanis, Bourget, Taine
(Taine is the chef d’école for Maurras and others of a Catholic tendency); also the “psycho-
logical novel” (Stendhal was a pupil of De Tracy, etc.). Destutt de Tracy’s main work is
the Eléments d’Idéologie (Paris, 1817-18). The Italian translation is more complete ( Elementi
di Ideologin del Conte Destutt de Tracy, translated by G. Compagnoni, Milan, Stamperia di
Giambattista Sonzogno, 1819). In the French text a whole section is missing, I think the
one on Love, which Stendhal knew and used from the Italian translation.

Henri De Man, Belgian Social-Democrat, was the author of a book Au dela du Marxisme
(Beyond Marxism), frequently referred to and criticised in the Quaderni (see in particular
MS, pp. 111-14). Croce’s “practical” reason for enthusiasm for De Man lies in their shared
opposition to revolutionary Marxism, although strictly speaking Crocean philosophy denies
a serious theoretical role to ideological and instrumental thought such as De Man’s.

For Gramsci’s criticism of Bukharin’s Popular Manual, see Selections from the Prison
Notebooks of Antonio Gramsci, pp. 419-72.

In 1916 Gramsci had written of the array of titles in a Catholic bookshop window in
Turin: “I admire and envy the priests who succeed in obtaining such visible results with
their cultural propaganda. In reality, we do not pay much attention to this slow process of
intellectual stagnation by the clergy. It is something impalpable, which slides along like an
eel, limp, which does not seem solid, and yet it is like the mattress that resists cannonades
better than the walls of Li¢ge” (CT, p. 132; SM, pp. 39-40).

The term “scission” (sometimes translated as “cleavage”) is drawn from Sorel, who wrote
in the Reflexions on Violence (Chapter 6 § 1) of “the scission between classes, the basis of
all socialism”. It derives from his analogy between socialism and primitive Christianity. For
Sorel, Christianity made a distinct “scission” or “rupture” from Judaism while at the same
time inheriting its compatible elements. In the same way socialism, in its scission from
capitalism, would keep the heritage both of capitalist science and technology and of the
“morality of the producers” (i.e. the proletariat), formed through trade union solidarity
and struggles (see Le Systéme historique de Renan, Paris 1905, p. 71). Compare Gramsci’s
statement of 1920: “Every revolution which, like the Christian and the Communist
revolutions, comes about and can only come about through a stirring within the deepest
and broadest popular masses, cannot help but smash and destroy the existing system of
social organization” (SPWI, p. 331).
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The Work of Art in the Age
of Mechanical Reproduction

Walter Benjamin

Our fine arts were developed, their types and uses were established, in times
very different from the present, by men whose power of action upon things
was insignificant in comparison with ours. But the amazing growth of our
techniques, the adaptability and precision they have attained, the ideas and
habits they are creating, make it a certainty that profound changes are impend-
ing in the ancient craft of the Beautiful. In all the arts there is a physical
component which can no longer be considered or treated as it used to be,
which cannot remain unaffected by our modern knowledge and power. For
the last twenty years neither matter nor space nor time has been what it was
from time immemorial. We must expect great innovations to transform the
entire technique of the arts, thereby affecting artistic invention itself and per-
haps even bringing about an amazing change in our very notion of art."

— Paul Valéry, “La Conquete de 'ubiquité”

Preface

When Marx undertook his critique of the capitalistic mode of production, this mode
was in its infancy. Marx directed his efforts in such a way as to give them prognostic
value. He went back to the basic conditions underlying capitalistic production and
through his presentation showed what could be expected of capitalism in the future.
The result was that one could expect it not only to exploit the proletariat with
increasing intensity, but ultimately to create conditions which would make it pos-
sible to abolish capitalism itself.

The transformation of the superstructure, which takes place far more slowly than
that of the substructure, has taken more than half a century to manifest in all areas

From Walter Benjamin, “The work of art in the age of mechanical reproduction.” In Illuminations,
pp- 217-51. New York: Schocken Books, 1969.
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of culture the change in the conditions of production. Only today can it be indic-
ated what form this has taken. Certain prognostic requirements should be met by
these statements. However, theses about the art of the proletariat after its assump-
tion of power or about the art of a classless society would have less bearing on these
demands than theses about the developmental tendencies of art under present con-
ditions of production. Their dialectic is no less noticeable in the superstructure than
in the economy. It would therefore be wrong to underestimate the value of such
theses as a weapon. They brush aside a number of outmoded concepts, such as
creativity and genius, eternal value and mystery — concepts whose uncontrolled (and
at present almost uncontrollable) application would lead to a processing of data in
the Fascist sense. The concepts which are introduced into the theory of art in what
follows differ from the more familiar terms in that they are completely useless for the
purposes of Fascism. They are, on the other hand, useful for the formulation of
revolutionary demands in the politics of art.

In principle a work of art has always been reproducible. Man-made artifacts could
always be imitated by men. Replicas were made by pupils in practice of their craft, by
masters for diffusing their works, and, finally, by third parties in the pursuit of gain.
Mechanical reproduction of a work of art, however, represents something new.
Historically, it advanced intermittently and in leaps at long intervals, but with accel-
erated intensity. The Greeks knew only two procedures of technically reproducing
works of art: founding and stamping. Bronzes, terra cottas, and coins were the only
art works which they could produce in quantity. All others were unique and could
not be mechanically reproduced. With the woodcut graphic art became mechanically
reproducible for the first time, long before script became reproducible by print. The
enormous changes which printing, the mechanical reproduction of writing, has
brought about in literature are a familiar story. However, within the phenomenon
which we are here examining from the perspective of world history, print is merely
a special, though particularly important, case. During the Middle Ages engraving
and etching were added to the woodcut; at the beginning of the nineteenth century
lithography made its appearance.

With lithography the technique of reproduction reached an essentially new stage.
This much more direct process was distinguished by the tracing of the design on a
stone rather than its incision on a block of wood or its etching on a copperplate and
permitted graphic art for the first time to put its products on the market, not only in
large numbers as hitherto, but also in daily changing forms. Lithography enabled
graphic art to illustrate everyday life, and it began to keep pace with printing. But
only a few decades after its invention, lithography was surpassed by photography.
For the first time in the process of pictorial reproduction, photography freed the
hand of the most important artistic functions which henceforth devolved only upon
the eye looking into a lens. Since the eye perceives more swiftly than the hand can
draw, the process of pictorial reproduction was accelerated so enormously that it
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could keep pace with speech. A film operator shooting a scene in the studio captures
the images at the speed of an actor’s speech. Just as lithography virtually implied the
illustrated newspaper, so did photography foreshadow the sound film. The technical
reproduction of sound was tackled at the end of the last century. These convergent
endeavors made predictable a situation which Paul Valéry pointed up in this sen-
tence: “Just as water, gas, and electricity are brought into our houses from far off to
satisfy our needs in response to a minimal effort, so we shall be supplied with visual
or auditory images, which will appear and disappear at a simple movement of the
hand, hardly more than a sign” (op. cit., p. 226). Around 1900 technical reproduc-
tion had reached a standard that not only permitted it to reproduce all transmitted
works of art and thus to cause the most profound change in their impact upon the
public; it also had captured a place of its own among the artistic processes. For the
study of this standard nothing is more revealing than the nature of the repercussions
that these two different manifestations — the reproduction of works of art and the art
of the film — have had on art in its traditional form.

Even the most perfect reproduction of a work of art is lacking in one element: its
presence in time and space, its unique existence at the place where it happens to be.
This unique existence of the work of art determined the history to which it was
subject throughout the time of its existence. This includes the changes which it may
have suffered in physical condition over the years as well as the various changes in its
ownership.> The traces of the first can be revealed only by chemical or physical
analyses which it is impossible to perform on a reproduction; changes of ownership
are subject to a tradition which must be traced from the situation of the original.

The presence of the original is the prerequisite to the concept of authenticity.
Chemical analyses of the patina of a bronze can help to establish this, as does the
proof that a given manuscript of the Middle Ages stems from an archive of the
fifteenth century. The whole sphere of authenticity is outside technical — and, of
course, not only technical — reproducibility.* Confronted with its manual reproduc-
tion, which was usually branded as a forgery, the original preserved all its authority;
not so vis 4 vis technical reproduction. The reason is twofold. First, process reproduc-
tion is more independent of the original than manual reproduction. For example, in
photography, process reproduction can bring out those aspects of the original that
are unattainable to the naked eye yet accessible to the lens, which is adjustable and
chooses its angle at will. And photographic reproduction, with the aid of certain
processes, such as enlargement or slow motion, can capture images which escape
natural vision. Secondly, technical reproduction can put the copy of the original into
situations which would be out of reach for the original itself. Above all, it enables
the original to meet the beholder halfway, be it in the form of a photograph or a
phonograph record. The cathedral leaves its locale to be received in the studio of a
lover of art; the choral production, performed in an auditorium or in the open air,
resounds in the drawing room.
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The situations into which the product of mechanical reproduction can be brought
may not touch the actual work of art, yet the quality of its presence is always
depreciated. This holds not only for the art work but also, for instance, for a
landscape which passes in review before the spectator in a movie. In the case of the
art object, a most sensitive nucleus — namely, its authenticity — is interfered with
whereas no natural object is vulnerable on that score. The authenticity of a thing is
the essence of all that is transmissible from its beginning, ranging from its sub-
stantive duration to its testimony to the history which it has experienced. Since
the historical testimony rests on the authenticity, the former, too, is jeopardized by
reproduction when substantive duration ceases to matter. And what is really jeop-
ardized when the historical testimony is affected is the authority of the object.*

One might subsume the eliminated element in the term “aura” and go on to say:
that which withers in the age of mechanical reproduction is the aura of the work of
art. This is a symptomatic process whose significance points beyond the realm of art.
One might generalize by saying: the technique of reproduction detaches the repro-
duced object from the domain of tradition. By making many reproductions it sub-
stitutes a plurality of copies for a unique existence. And in permitting the reproduction
to meet the beholder or listener in his own particular situation, it reactivates the
object reproduced. These two processes lead to a tremendous shattering of tradition
which is the obverse of the contemporary crisis and renewal of mankind. Both pro-
cesses are intimately connected with the contemporary mass movements. Their most
powerful agent is the film. Its social significance, particularly in its most positive
form, is inconceivable without its destructive, cathartic aspect, that is, the liquidation
of the traditional value of the cultural heritage. This phenomenon is most palpable
in the great historical films. It extends to ever new positions. In 1927 Abel Gance
exclaimed enthusiastically: “Shakespeare, Rembrandt, Beethoven will make films . . . all
legends, all mythologies and all myths, all founders of religion, and the very religions
... await their exposed resurrection, and the heroes crowd each other at the gate.””
Presumably without intending it, he issued an invitation to a far-reaching liquidation.

During long periods of history, the mode of human sense perception changes with
humanity’s entire mode of existence. The manner in which human sense perception
is organized, the medium in which it is accomplished, is determined not only by
nature but by historical circumstances as well. The fifth century, with its great shifts
of population, saw the birth of the late Roman art industry and the Vienna Genesis,
and there developed not only an art different from that of antiquity but also a new
kind of perception. The scholars of the Viennese school, Riegl and Wickhoft, who
resisted the weight of classical tradition under which these later art forms had been
buried, were the first to draw conclusions from them concerning the organization of
perception at the time. However far-reaching their insight, these scholars limited
themselves to showing the significant, formal hallmark which characterized percep-
tion in late Roman times. They did not attempt — and, perhaps, saw no way — to
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show the social transformations expressed by these changes of perception. The
conditions for an analogous insight are more favorable in the present. And if changes
in the medium of contemporary perception can be comprehended as decay of the
aura, it is possible to show its social causes.

The concept of aura which was proposed above with reference to historical objects
may usefully be illustrated with reference to the aura of natural ones. We define the
aura of the latter as the unique phenomenon of a distance, however close it may be.
If, while resting on a summer afternoon, you follow with your eyes a mountain
range on the horizon or a branch which casts its shadow over you, you experience
the aura of those mountains, of that branch. This image makes it easy to compre-
hend the social bases of the contemporary decay of the aura. It rests on two circum-
stances, both of which are related to the increasing significance of the masses in
contemporary life. Namely, the desire of contemporary masses to bring things “closer”
spatially and humanly, which is just as ardent as their bent toward overcoming the
uniqueness of every reality by accepting its reproduction.® Every day the urge grows
stronger to get hold of an object at very close range by way of its likeness, its
reproduction. Unmistakably, reproduction as offered by picture magazines and news-
reels differs from the image seen by the unarmed eye. Uniqueness and permanence
are as closely linked in the latter as are transitoriness and reproducibility in the
former. To pry an object from its shell, to destroy its aura, is the mark of a percep-
tion whose “sense of the universal equality of things” has increased to such a degree
that it extracts it even from a unique object by means of reproduction. Thus is
manifested in the field of perception what in the theoretical sphere is noticeable in
the increasing importance of statistics. The adjustment of reality to the masses and
of the masses to reality is a process of unlimited scope, as much for thinking as for
perception.

v

The uniqueness of a work of art is inseparable from its being imbedded in the fabric
of tradition. This tradition itself is thoroughly alive and extremely changeable. An
ancient statue of Venus, for example, stood in a different traditional context with the
Greeks, who made it an object of veneration, than with the clerics of the Middle
Ages, who viewed it as an ominous idol. Both of them, however, were equally
confronted with its uniqueness, that is, its aura. Originally the contextual integration
of art in tradition found its expression in the cult. We know that the earliest art
works originated in the service of a ritual — first the magical, then the religious kind.
It is significant that the existence of the work of art with reference to its aura is never
entirely separated from its ritual function.” In other words, the unique value of the
“authentic” work of art has its basis in ritual, the location of its original use value.
This ritualistic basis, however remote, is still recognizable as secularized ritual even
in the most profane forms of the cult of beauty.® The secular cult of beauty,
developed during the Renaissance and prevailing for three centuries, clearly showed
that ritualistic basis in its decline and the first deep crisis which befell it. With the
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advent of the first truly revolutionary means of reproduction, photography, simultan-
cously with the rise of socialism, art sensed the approaching crisis which has become
evident a century later. At the time, art reacted with the doctrine of Part pour Part,
that is, with a theology of art. This gave rise to what might be called a negative
theology in the form of the idea of “pure” art, which not only denied any social
function of art but also any categorizing by subject matter. (In poetry, Mallarmé was
the first to take this position.)

An analysis of art in the age of mechanical reproduction must do justice to these
relationships, for they lead us to an all-important insight: for the first time in world
history, mechanical reproduction emancipates the work of art from its parasitical
dependence on ritual. To an ever greater degree the work of art reproduced becomes
the work of art designed for reproducibility.” From a photographic negative, for
example, one can make any number of prints; to ask for the “authentic” print makes
no sense. But the instant the criterion of authenticity ceases to be applicable to
artistic production, the total function of art is reversed. Instead of being based on
ritual, it begins to be based on another practice — politics.

\'

Works of art are received and valued on different planes. Two polar types stand out:
with one, the accent is on the cult value; with the other, on the exhibition value of
the work.'" Artistic production begins with ceremonial objects destined to serve in a
cult. One may assume that what mattered was their existence, not their being on
view. The elk portrayed by the man of the Stone Age on the walls of his cave was an
instrument of magic. He did expose it to his fellow men, but in the main it was
meant for the spirits. Today the cult value would seem to demand that the work of
art remain hidden. Certain statues of gods are accessible only to the priest in the
cella; certain Madonnas remain covered nearly all year round; certain sculptures on
medieval cathedrals are invisible to the spectator on ground level. With the emancipa-
tion of the various art practices from ritual go increasing opportunities for the
exhibition of their products. It is easier to exhibit a portrait bust that can be sent
here and there than to exhibit the statue of a divinity that has its fixed place in the
interior of a temple. The same holds for the painting as against the mosaic or fresco
that preceded it. And even though the public presentability of a mass originally may
have been just as great as that of a symphony, the latter originated at the moment
when its public presentability promised to surpass that of the mass.

With the different methods of technical reproduction of a work of art, its fitness
for exhibition increased to such an extent that the quantitative shift between its two
poles turned into a qualitative transformation of its nature. This is comparable to the
situation of the work of art in prehistoric times when, by the absolute emphasis on
its cult value, it was, first and foremost, an instrument of magic. Only later did it
come to be recognized as a work of art. In the same way today, by the absolute
emphasis on its exhibition value the work of art becomes a creation with entirely
new functions, among which the one we are conscious of, the artistic function, later
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may be recognized as incidental.!* This much is certain: today photography and the
film are the most serviceable exemplifications of this new function.

Vi

In photography, exhibition value begins to displace cult value all along the line. But
cult value does not give way without resistance. It retires into an ultimate retrench-
ment: the human countenance. It is no accident that the portrait was the focal point
of early photography. The cult of remembrance of loved ones, absent or dead, ofters
a last refuge for the cult value of the picture. For the last time the aura emanates
from the early photographs in the fleeting expression of a human face. This is what
constitutes their melancholy, incomparable beauty. But as man withdraws from the
photographic image, the exhibition value for the first time shows its superiority to
the ritual value. To have pinpointed this new stage constitutes the incomparable
significance of Atget, who, around 1900, took photographs of deserted Paris streets.
It has quite justly been said of him that he photographed them like scenes of crime.
The scene of a crime, too, is deserted; it is photographed for the purpose of
establishing evidence. With Atget, photographs become standard evidence for his-
torical occurrences, and acquire a hidden political significance. They demand a
specific kind of approach; free-floating contemplation is not appropriate to them.
They stir the viewer; he feels challenged by them in a new way. At the same time
picture magazines begin to put up signposts for him, right ones or wrong ones, no
matter. For the first time, captions have become obligatory. And it is clear that they
have an altogether different character than the title of a painting. The directives
which the captions give to those looking at pictures in illustrated magazines soon
become even more explicit and more imperative in the film where the meaning of
each single picture appears to be prescribed by the sequence of all preceding ones.

Vil

The nineteenth-century dispute as to the artistic value of painting versus photo-
graphy today seems devious and confused. This does not diminish its importance,
however; if anything, it underlines it. The dispute was in fact the symptom of a
historical transformation the universal impact of which was not realized by either of
the rivals. When the age of mechanical reproduction separated art from its basis in
cult, the semblance of its autonomy disappeared forever. The resulting change in the
function of art transcended the perspective of the century; for a long time it even
escaped that of the twentieth century, which experienced the development of the
film.

Earlier much futile thought had been devoted to the question of whether photo-
graphy is an art. The primary question — whether the very invention of photography
had not transformed the entire nature of art — was not raised. Soon the film theor-
eticians asked the same ill-considered question with regard to the film. But the



The Work of Art 25

difficulties which photography caused traditional aesthetics were mere child’s play as
compared to those raised by the film. Whence the insensitive and forced character of
carly theories of the film. Abel Gance, for instance, compares the film with hieroglyphs:
“Here, by a remarkable regression, we have come back to the level of expression of
the Egyptians. . . . Pictorial language has not yet matured because our eyes have not
yet adjusted to it. There is as yet insufficient respect for, insufficient cult of, what it
expresses.”'? Or, in the words of Séverin-Mars: “What art has been granted a dream
more poetical and more real at the same time! Approached in this fashion the film
might represent an incomparable means of expression. Only the most high-minded
persons, in the most perfect and mysterious moments of their lives, should be
allowed to enter its ambience.”"?® Alexandre Arnoux concludes his fantasy about the
silent film with the question: “Do not all the bold descriptions we have given
amount to the definition of prayer?”'* It is instructive to note how their desire to
class the film among the “arts” forces these theoreticians to read ritual elements into
it — with a striking lack of discretion. Yet when these speculations were published,
films like L’Opinion publiqgue and The Gold Rush had already appeared. This, how-
ever, did not keep Abel Gance from adducing hieroglyphs for purposes of compar-
ison, nor Séverin-Mars from speaking of the film as one might speak of paintings by
Fra Angelico. Characteristically, even today ultrareactionary authors give the film a
similar contextual significance — if not an outright sacred one, then at least a super-
natural one. Commenting on Max Reinhardt’s film version of A Midsummer Night’s
Dream, Werfel states that undoubtedly it was the sterile copying of the exterior
world with its streets, interiors, railroad stations, restaurants, motorcars, and beaches
which until now had obstructed the elevation of the film to the realm of art. “The
film has not yet realized its true meaning, its real possibilities . . . these consist in its
unique faculty to express by natural means and with incomparable persuasiveness all
that is fairylike, marvelous, supernatural.”'®

Vil

The artistic performance of a stage actor is definitely presented to the public by the
actor in person; that of the screen actor, however, is presented by a camera, with a
twofold consequence. The camera that presents the performance of the film actor to
the public need not respect the performance as an integral whole. Guided by the
cameraman, the camera continually changes its position with respect to the perform-
ance. The sequence of positional views which the editor composes from the material
supplied him constitutes the completed film. It comprises certain factors of move-
ment which are in reality those of the camera, not to mention special camera angles,
close-ups, etc. Hence, the performance of the actor is subjected to a series of optical
tests. This is the first consequence of the fact that the actor’s performance is pre-
sented by means of a camera. Also, the film actor lacks the opportunity of the stage
actor to adjust to the audience during his performance, since he does not present his
performance to the audience in person. This permits the audience to take the
position of a critic, without experiencing any personal contact with the actor. The
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audience’s identification with the actor is really an identification with the camera.
Consequently the audience takes the position of the camera; its approach is that of
testing.'® This is not the approach to which cult values may be exposed.

IX

For the film, what matters primarily is that the actor represents himself to the public
before the camera, rather than representing someone else. One of the first to sense
the actor’s metamorphosis by this form of testing was Pirandello. Though his re-
marks on the subject in his novel 8 Gira were limited to the negative aspects of the
question and to the silent film only, this hardly impairs their validity. For in this
respect, the sound film did not change anything essential. What matters is that the
part is acted not for an audience but for a mechanical contrivance — in the case of
the sound film, for two of them. “The film actor,” wrote Pirandello, “fecls as if in
exile — exiled not only from the stage but also from himself. With a vague sense of
discomfort he feels inexplicable emptiness: his body loses its corporeality, it evapor-
ates, it is deprived of reality, life, voice, and the noises caused by his moving about,
in order to be changed into a mute image, flickering an instant on the screen, then
vanishing into silence. . . . The projector will play with his shadow before the public,
and he himself must be content to play before the camera.”” This situation might
also be characterized as follows: for the first time — and this is the effect of the film
— man has to operate with his whole living person, yet forgoing its aura. For aura is
tied to his presence; there can be no replica of it. The aura which, on the stage,
emanates from Macbeth, cannot be separated for the spectators from that of the
actor. However, the singularity of the shot in the studio is that the camera is sub-
stituted for the public. Consequently, the aura that envelops the actor vanishes, and
with it the aura of the figure he portrays.

It is not surprising that it should be a dramatist such as Pirandello who, in
characterizing the film, inadvertently touches on the very crisis in which we see the
theater. Any thorough study proves that there is indeed no greater contrast than
that of the stage play to a work of art that is completely subject to or, like the film,
founded in, mechanical reproduction. Experts have long recognized that in the film
“the greatest effects are almost always obtained by ‘acting’ as little as possible. . . .”
In 1932 Rudolf Arnheim saw “the latest trend . . .in treating the actor as a stage
prop chosen for its characteristics and . . . inserted at the proper place.”'® With this
idea something else is closely connected. The stage actor identifies himself with the
character of his role. The film actor very often is denied this opportunity. His
creation is by no means all of a piece; it is composed of many separate performances.
Besides certain fortuitous considerations, such as cost of studio, availability of fellow
players, décor, etc., there are elementary necessities of equipment that split the
actor’s work into a series of mountable episodes. In particular, lighting and its
installation require the presentation of an event that, on the screen, unfolds as a
rapid and unified scene, in a sequence of separate shootings which may take hours at
the studio; not to mention more obvious montage. Thus a jump from the window



The Work of Art 27

can be shot in the studio as a jump from a scaffold, and the ensuing flight, if need
be, can be shot weeks later when outdoor scenes are taken. Far more paradoxical
cases can easily be construed. Let us assume that an actor is supposed to be startled
by a knock at the door. If his reaction is not satisfactory, the director can resort to
an expedient: when the actor happens to be at the studio again he has a shot fired
behind him without his being forewarned of it. The frightened reaction can be shot
now and be cut into the screen version. Nothing more strikingly shows that art has
left the realm of the “beautiful semblance” which, so far, had been taken to be the
only sphere where art could thrive.

X

The feeling of strangeness that overcomes the actor before the camera, as Pirandello
describes it, is basically of the same kind as the estrangement felt before one’s own
image in the mirror. But now the reflected image has become separable, transport-
able. And where is it transported? Before the public.'” Never for a moment does the
screen actor cease to be conscious of this fact. While facing the camera he knows
that ultimately he will face the public, the consumers who constitute the market.
This market, where he offers not only his labor but also his whole self, his heart and
soul, is beyond his reach. During the shooting he has as little contact with it as any
article made in a factory. This may contribute to that oppression, that new anxiety
which, according to Pirandello, grips the actor before the camera. The film responds
to the shriveling of the aura with an artificial build-up of the “personality” outside
the studio. The cult of the movie star, fostered by the money of the film industry,
preserves not the unique aura of the person but the “spell of the personality,” the
phony spell of a commodity. So long as the movie-makers’ capital sets the fashion, as
a rule no other revolutionary merit can be accredited to today’s film than the
promotion of a revolutionary criticism of traditional concepts of art. We do not deny
that in some cases today’s films can also promote revolutionary criticism of social
conditions, even of the distribution of property. However, our present study is no
more specifically concerned with this than is the film production of Western Europe.

It is inherent in the technique of the film as well as that of sports that everybody
who witnesses its accomplishments is somewhat of an expert. This is obvious to
anyone listening to a group of newspaper boys leaning on their bicycles and discuss-
ing the outcome of a bicycle race. It is not for nothing that newspaper publishers
arrange races for their delivery boys. These arouse great interest among the particip-
ants, for the victor has an opportunity to rise from delivery boy to professional racer.
Similarly, the newsreel offers everyone the opportunity to rise from passer-by to
movie extra. In this way any man might even find himself part of a work of art, as
witness Vertoft’s Three Songs About Lenin or Ivens’ Borinage. Any man today can lay
claim to being filmed. This claim can best be elucidated by a comparative look at the
historical situation of contemporary literature.

For centuries a small number of writers were confronted by many thousands of
readers. This changed toward the end of the last century. With the increasing
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extension of the press, which kept placing new political, religious, scientific, profes-
sional, and local organs before the readers, an increasing number of readers became
writers — at first, occasional ones. It began with the daily press opening to its readers
space for “letters to the editor.” And today there is hardly a gainfully employed
European who could not, in principle, find an opportunity to publish somewhere or
other comments on his work, grievances, documentary reports, or that sort of thing.
Thus, the distinction between author and public is about to lose its basic character.
The difference becomes merely functional; it may vary from case to case. At any
moment the reader is ready to turn into a writer. As expert, which he had to become
willy-nilly in an extremely specialized work process, even if only in some minor
respect, the reader gains access to authorship. In the Soviet Union work itself is
given a voice. To present it verbally is part of a man’s ability to perform the work.
Literary license is now founded on polytechnic rather than specialized training and
thus becomes common property.*

All this can easily be applied to the film, where transitions that in literature took
centuries have come about in a decade. In cinematic practice, particularly in Russia,
this change-over has partially become established reality. Some of the players whom
we meet in Russian films are not actors in our sense but people who portray
themselyes — and primarily in their own work process. In Western Europe the capital-
istic exploitation of the film denies consideration to modern man’s legitimate claim
to being reproduced. Under these circumstances the film industry is trying hard to
spur the interest of the masses through illusion-promoting spectacles and dubious
speculations.

Xl

The shooting of a film, especially of a sound film, affords a spectacle unimaginable
anywhere at any time before this. It presents a process in which it is impossible to
assign to a spectator a viewpoint which would exclude from the actual scene such
extraneous accessories as camera equipment, lighting machinery, staff assistants, etc.
— unless his eye were on a line parallel with the lens. This circumstance, more than
any other, renders superficial and insignificant any possible similarity between a
scene in the studio and one on the stage. In the theater one is well aware of the
place from which the play cannot immediately be detected as illusionary. There is no
such place for the movie scene that is being shot. Its illusionary nature is that of the
second degree, the result of cutting. That is to say, in the studio the mechanical
equipment has penetrated so deeply into reality that its pure aspect freed from the
foreign substance of equipment is the result of a special procedure, namely, the
shooting by the specially adjusted camera and the mounting of the shot together
with other similar ones. The equipment-free aspect of reality here has become the
height of artifice; the sight of immediate reality has become an orchid in the land of
technology.

Even more revealing is the comparison of these circumstances, which differ so
much from those of the theater, with the situation in painting. Here the question is:
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How does the cameraman compare with the painter? To answer this we take recourse
to an analogy with a surgical operation. The surgeon represents the polar opposite
of the magician. The magician heals a sick person by the laying on of hands; the
surgeon cuts into the patient’s body. The magician maintains the natural distance
between the patient and himself; though he reduces it very slightly by the laying on
of hands, he greatly increases it by virtue of his authority. The surgeon does exactly
the reverse; he greatly diminishes the distance between himself and the patient by
penetrating into the patient’s body, and increases it but little by the caution with
which his hand moves among the organs. In short, in contrast to the magician —
who is still hidden in the medical practitioner — the surgeon at the decisive moment
abstains from facing the patient man to man; rather, it is through the operation that
he penetrates into him.

Magician and surgeon compare to painter and cameraman. The painter maintains
in his work a natural distance from reality, the cameraman penetrates deeply into its
web.?! There is a tremendous difference between the pictures they obtain. That of
the painter is a total one, that of the cameraman consists of multiple fragments
which are assembled under a new law. Thus, for contemporary man the representa-
tion of reality by the film is incomparably more significant than that of the painter,
since it offers, precisely because of the thoroughgoing permeation of reality with
mechanical equipment, an aspect of reality which is free of all equipment. And that
is what one is entitled to ask from a work of art.

Xl

Mechanical reproduction of art changes the reaction of the masses toward art. The
reactionary attitude toward a Picasso painting changes into the progressive reaction
toward a Chaplin movie. The progressive reaction is characterized by the direct,
intimate fusion of visual and emotional enjoyment with the orientation of the expert.
Such fusion is of great social significance. The greater the decrease in the social
significance of an art form, the sharper the distinction between criticism and enjoy-
ment by the public. The conventional is uncritically enjoyed, and the truly new is
criticized with aversion. With regard to the screen, the critical and the receptive
attitudes of the public coincide. The decisive reason for this is that individual reac-
tions are predetermined by the mass audience response they are about to produce,
and this is nowhere more pronounced than in the film. The moment these responses
become manifest they control each other. Again, the comparison with painting is
fruitful. A painting has always had an excellent chance to be viewed by one person
or by a few. The simultaneous contemplation of paintings by a large public, such as
developed in the nineteenth century, is an early symptom of the crisis of painting, a
crisis which was by no means occasioned exclusively by photography but rather in a
relatively independent manner by the appeal of art works to the masses.

Painting simply is in no position to present an object for simultaneous collective
experience, as it was possible for architecture at all times, for the epic poem in the
past, and for the movie today. Although this circumstance in itself should not lead
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one to conclusions about the social role of painting, it does constitute a serious
threat as soon as painting, under special conditions and, as it were, against its nature,
is confronted directly by the masses. In the churches and monasteries of the Middle
Ages and at the princely courts up to the end of the cighteenth century, a collective
reception of paintings did not occur simultancously, but by graduated and hierarch-
ized mediation. The change that has come about is an expression of the particular
conflict in which painting was implicated by the mechanical reproducibility of paint-
ings. Although paintings began to be publicly exhibited in galleries and salons, there
was no way for the masses to organize and control themselves in their reception.”?
Thus the same public which responds in a progressive manner toward a grotesque
film is bound to respond in a reactionary manner to surrealism.

Xl

The characteristics of the film lie not only in the manner in which man presents
himself to mechanical equipment but also in the manner in which, by means of this
apparatus, man can represent his environment. A glance at occupational psychology
illustrates the testing capacity of the equipment. Psychoanalysis illustrates it in a
different perspective. The film has enriched our field of perception with methods
which can be illustrated by those of Freudian theory. Fifty years ago, a slip of the
tongue passed more or less unnoticed. Only exceptionally may such a slip have
revealed dimensions of depth in a conversation which had seemed to be taking its
course on the surface. Since the Psychopathology of Everyday Life things have changed.
This book isolated and made analyzable things which had heretofore floated along
unnoticed in the broad stream of perception. For the entire spectrum of optical, and
now also acoustical, perception the film has brought about a similar deepening of
apperception. It is only an obverse of this fact that behavior items shown in a movie
can be analyzed much more precisely and from more points of view than those
presented on paintings or on the stage. As compared with painting, filmed behavior
lends itself more readily to analysis because of its incomparably more precise state-
ments of the situation. In comparison with the stage scene, the filmed behavior item
lends itself more readily to analysis because it can be isolated more easily. This
circumstance derives its chief importance from its tendency to promote the mutual
penetration of art and science. Actually, of a screened behavior item which is neatly
brought out in a certain situation, like a muscle of a body, it is difficult to say which
is more fascinating, its artistic value or its value for science. To demonstrate the
identity of the artistic and scientific uses of photography which heretofore usually
were separated will be one of the revolutionary functions of the film.*

By close-ups of the things around us, by focusing on hidden details of familiar
objects, by exploring commonplace milieus under the ingenious guidance of the
camera, the film, on the one hand, extends our comprehension of the necessities
which rule our lives; on the other hand, it manages to assure us of an immense and
unexpected field of action. Our taverns and our metropolitan streets, our offices and
furnished rooms, our railroad stations and our factories appeared to have us locked up
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hopelessly. Then came the film and burst this prison-world asunder by the dynamite
of the tenth of a second, so that now, in the midst of its far-flung ruins and debris,
we calmly and adventurously go traveling. With the close-up, space expands; with
slow motion, movement is extended. The enlargement of a snapshot does not
simply render more precise what in any case was visible, though unclear: it reveals
entirely new structural formations of the subject. So, too, slow motion not only
presents familiar qualities of movement but reveals in them entirely unknown ones
“which, far from looking like retarded rapid movements, give the effect of singularly
gliding, floating, supernatural motions.”** Evidently a different nature opens itself
to the camera than opens to the naked eye — if only because an unconsciously
penetrated space is substituted for a space consciously explored by man. Even if one
has a general knowledge of the way people walk, one knows nothing of a person’s
posture during the fractional second of a stride. The act of reaching for a lighter
or a spoon is familiar routine, yet we hardly know what really goes on between hand
and metal, not to mention how this fluctuates with our moods. Here the camera
intervenes with the resources of its lowerings and liftings, its interruptions and
isolations, its extensions and accelerations, its enlargements and reductions. The
camera introduces us to unconscious optics as does psychoanalysis to unconscious
impulses.

XV

One of the foremost tasks of art has always been the creation of a demand which
could be fully satisfied only later.”® The history of every art form shows critical epochs
in which a certain art form aspires to effects which could be fully obtained only with
a changed technical standard, that is to say, in a new art form. The extravagances
and crudities of art which thus appear, particularly in the so-called decadent epochs,
actually arise from the nucleus of its richest historical energies. In recent years, such
barbarisms were abundant in Dadaism. It is only now that its impulse becomes
discernible: Dadaism attempted to create by pictorial — and literary — means the
effects which the public today seeks in the film.

Every fundamentally new, pioneering creation of demands will carry beyond its
goal. Dadaism did so to the extent that it sacrificed the market values which are so
characteristic of the film in favor of higher ambitions — though of course it was not
conscious of such intentions as here described. The Dadaists attached much less
importance to the sales value of their work than to its uselessness for contemplative
immersion. The studied degradation of their material was not the least of their
means to achieve this uselessness. Their poems are “word salad” containing obscen-
ities and every imaginable waste product of language. The same is true of their
paintings, on which they mounted buttons and tickets. What they intended and
achieved was a relentless destruction of the aura of their creations, which they
branded as reproductions with the very means of production. Before a painting of
Arp’s or a poem by August Stramm it is impossible to take time for contemplation
and evaluation as one would before a canvas of Derain’s or a poem by Rilke. In the
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decline of middle-class society, contemplation became a school for asocial behavior;
it was countered by distraction as a variant of social conduct.?® Dadaistic activities
actually assured a rather vehement distraction by making works of art the center of
scandal. One requirement was foremost: to outrage the public.

From an alluring appearance or persuasive structure of sound the work of art of
the Dadaists became an instrument of ballistics. It hit the spectator like a bullet,
it happened to him, thus acquiring a tactile quality. It promoted a demand for the
film, the distracting element of which is also primarily tactile, being based on changes
of place and focus which periodically assail the spectator. Let us compare the screen
on which a film unfolds with the canvas of a painting. The painting invites the
spectator to contemplation; before it the spectator can abandon himself to his
associations. Before the movie frame he cannot do so. No sooner has his eye grasped
a scene than it is already changed. It cannot be arrested. Duhamel, who detests the
film and knows nothing of its significance, though something of its structure, notes
this circumstance as follows: “I can no longer think what I want to think. My
thoughts have been replaced by moving images.”” The spectator’s process of asso-
ciation in view of these images is indeed interrupted by their constant, sudden
change. This constitues the shock effect of the film, which, like all shocks, should be
cushioned by heightened presence of mind.”® By means of its technical structure, the
film has taken the physical shock effect out of the wrappers in which Dadaism had,
as it were, kept it inside the moral shock effect.”’

XV

The mass is a matrix from which all traditional behavior toward works of art issues
today in a new form. Quantity has been transmuted into quality. The greatly in-
creased mass of participants has produced a change in the mode of participation.
The fact that the new mode of participation first appeared in a disreputable form
must not confuse the spectator. Yet some people have launched spirited attacks
against precisely this superficial aspect. Among these, Duhamel has expressed himself
in the most radical manner. What he objects to most is the kind of participation
which the movie elicits from the masses. Duhamel calls the movie “a pastime for
helots, a diversion for uneducated, wretched, worn-out creatures who are consumed
by their worries . . ., a spectacle which requires no concentration and presupposes
no intelligence . . . , which kindles no light in the heart and awakens no hope other
than the ridiculous one of someday becoming a “star” in Los Angeles.”** Clearly,
this is at bottom the same ancient lament that the masses seek distraction whereas
art demands concentration from the spectator. That is a commonplace. The ques-
tion remains whether it provides a platform for the analysis of the film. A closer look
is needed here. Distraction and concentration form polar opposites which may be
stated as follows: A man who concentrates before a work of art is absorbed by it. He
enters into this work of art the way legend tells of the Chinese painter when he
viewed his finished painting. In contrast, the distracted mass absorbs the work of art.
This is most obvious with regard to buildings. Architecture has always represented
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the prototype of a work of art the reception of which is consummated by a collectivity
in a state of distraction. The laws of its reception are most instructive.

Buildings have been man’s companions since primeval times. Many art forms have
developed and perished. Tragedy begins with the Greeks, is extinguished with them,
and after centuries its “rules” only are revived. The epic poem, which had its origin
in the youth of nations, expires in Europe at the end of the Renaissance. Panel
painting is a creation of the Middle Ages, and nothing guarantees its uninterrupted
existence. But the human need for shelter is lasting. Architecture has never been
idle. Its history is more ancient than that of any other art, and its claim to being a
living force has significance in every attempt to comprehend the relationship of the
masses to art. Buildings are appropriated in a twofold manner: by use and by
perception — or rather, by touch and sight. Such appropriation cannot be under-
stood in terms of the attentive concentration of a tourist before a famous building.
On the tactile side there is no counterpart to contemplation on the optical side.
Tactile appropriation is accomplished not so much by attention as by habit. As
regards architecture, habit determines to a large extent even optical reception. The
latter, too, occurs much less through rapt attention than by noticing the object in
incidental fashion. This mode of appropriation, developed with reference to archi-
tecture, in certain circumstances acquires canonical value. For the tasks which face
the human apparatus of perception at the turning points of history cannot be solved
by optical means, that is, by contemplation, alone. They are mastered gradually by
habit, under the guidance of tactile appropriation.

The distracted person, too, can form habits. More, the ability to master certain
tasks in a state of distraction proves that their solution has become a matter of habit.
Distraction as provided by art presents a covert control of the extent to which new
tasks have become soluble by apperception. Since, moreover, individuals are tempted
to avoid such tasks, art will tackle the most difficult and most important ones where
it is able to mobilize the masses. Today it does so in the film. Reception in a state of
distraction, which is increasing noticeably in all fields of art and is symptomatic of
profound changes in apperception, finds in the film its true means of exercise. The
film with its shock effect meets this mode of reception half-way. The film makes the
cult value recede into the background not only by putting the public in the position
of the critic, but also by the fact that at the movies this position requires no
attention. The public is an examiner, but an absent-minded one.

Epilogue

The growing proletarianization of modern man and the increasing formation of
masses are two aspects of the same process. Fascism attempts to organize the newly
created proletarian masses without affecting the property structure which the masses
strive to eliminate. Fascism sees its salvation in giving these masses not their right,
but instead a chance to express themselves.® The masses have a right to change
property relations; Fascism seeks to give them an expression while preserving prop-
erty. The logical result of Fascism is the introduction of aesthetics into political life.
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The violation of the masses, whom Fascism, with its Fiihrer cult, forces to their
knees, has its counterpart in the violation of an apparatus which is pressed into the
production of ritual values.

All efforts to render politics aesthetic culminate in one thing: war. War and war
only can set a goal for mass movements on the largest scale while respecting the
traditional property system. This is the political formula for the situation. The
technological formula may be stated as follows: Only war makes it possible to
mobilize all of today’s technical resources while maintaining the property system.
It goes without saying that the Fascist apotheosis of war does not employ such
arguments. Still, Marinetti says in his manifesto on the Ethiopian colonial war:
“For twenty-seven years we Futurists have rebelled against the branding of war
as antiaesthetic. . . . Accordingly we state: . .. War is beautiful because it establishes
man’s dominion over the subjugated machinery by means of gas masks, terrifying
megaphones, flame throwers, and small tanks. War is beautiful because it initiates
the dreamt-of metalization of the human body. War is beautiful because it enriches
a flowering meadow with the fiery orchids of machine guns. War is beautiful because
it combines the gunfire, the cannonades, the cease-fire, the scents, and the stench of
putrefaction into a symphony. War is beautiful because it creates new architecture,
like that of the big tanks, the geometrical formation flights, the smoke spirals from
burning villages, and many others. . . . Poets and artists of Futurism! . . . remember
these principles of an aesthetics of war so that your struggle for a new literature and
a new graphic art . .. may be illumined by them!”

The manifesto has the virtue of clarity. Its formulations deserve to be accepted by
dialecticians. To the latter, the aesthetics of today’s war appears as follows: If the
natural utilization of productive forces is impeded by the property system, the
increase in technical devices, in speed, and in the sources of energy will press for an
unnatural utilization, and this is found in war. The destructiveness of war furnishes
proof that society has not been mature enough to incorporate technology as its
organ, that technology has not been sufficiently developed to cope with the elemental
forces of society. The horrible features of imperialistic warfare are attributable to the
discrepancy between the tremendous means of production and their inadequate
utilization in the process of production — in other words, to unemployment and the
lack of markets. Imperialistic war is a rebellion of technology which collects, in the
form of “human material,” the claims to which society has denied its natural material.
Instead of draining rivers, society directs a human stream into a bed of trenches;
instead of dropping seeds from airplanes, it drops incendiary bombs over cities; and
through gas warfare the aura is abolished in a new way.

“Fint ars — pereat mundus,” says Fascism, and, as Marinetti admits, expects war to
supply the artistic gratification of a sense perception that has been changed by
technology. This is evidently the consummation of “Part pour Part.” Mankind,
which in Homer’s time was an object of contemplation for the Olympian gods, now
is one for itself. Its self-alienation has reached such a degree that it can experience
its own destruction as an aesthetic pleasure of the first order. This is the situation
of politics which Fascism is rendering aesthetic. Communism responds by politiciz-
ing art.
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Notes

Quoted from Paul Valéry, Aesthetics, “The Conquest of Ubiquity,” translated by Ralph
Manheim, p. 225. Pantheon Books, Bollingen Series, New York, 1964.

Of course, the history of a work of art encompasses more than this. The history of the
“Mona Lisa,” for instance, encompasses the kind and number of its copies made in the
17th, 18th, and 19th centuries.

Precisely because authenticity is not reproducible, the intensive penetration of certain
(mechanical) processes of reproduction was instrumental in differentiating and grading
authenticity. To develop such differentiations was an important function of the trade in
works of art. The invention of the woodcut may be said to have struck at the root of the
quality of authenticity even before its late flowering. To be sure, at the time of its origin
a medieval picture of the Madonna could not yet be said to be “authentic.” It became
“authentic” only during the succeeding centuries and perhaps most strikingly so during
the last one.

The poorest provincial staging of Faust is superior to a Faust film in that, ideally, it
competes with the first performance at Weimar. Before the screen it is unprofitable to
remember traditional contents which might come to mind before the stage — for in-
stance, that Goethe’s friend Johann Heinrich Merck is hidden in Mephisto, and the like.
Abel Gance, “Le Temps de 'image est venu,” L’Art cinématographique, vol. 2, pp. 94 f,
Paris, 1927.

To satisty the human interest of the masses may mean to have one’s social function
removed from the field of vision. Nothing guarantees that a portraitist of today, when
painting a famous surgeon at the breakfast table in the midst of his family, depicts his
social function more precisely than a painter of the 17th century who portrayed his medical
doctors as representing this profession, like Rembrandt in his “Anatomy Lesson.”

The definition of the aura as a “unique phenomenon of a distance however close it may
be” represents nothing but the formulation of the cult value of the work of art in categories
of space and time perception. Distance is the opposite of closeness. The essentially
distant object is the unapproachable one. Unapproachability is indeed a major quality of
the cult image. True to its nature, it remains “distant, however close it may be.” The
closeness which one may gain from its subject matter does not impair the distance which
it retains in its appearance.

To the extent to which the cult value of the painting is secularized the ideas of its
fundamental uniqueness lose distinctness. In the imagination of the beholder the unique-
ness of the phenomena which hold sway in the cult image is more and more displaced by
the empirical uniqueness of the creator or of his creative achievement. To be sure, never
completely so; the concept of authenticity always transcends mere genuineness. (This is
particularly apparent in the collector who always retains some traces of the fetishist and
who, by owning the work of art, shares in its ritual power.) Nevertheless, the function of
the concept of authenticity remains determinate in the evaluation of art; with the
secularization of art, authenticity displaces the cult value of the work.

In the case of films, mechanical reproduction is not, as with literature and painting, an
external condition for mass distribution. Mechanical reproduction is inherent in the very
technique of film production. This technique not only permits in the most direct way
but virtually causes mass distribution. It enforces distribution because the production of
a film is so expensive that an individual who, for instance, might afford to buy a painting
no longer can afford to buy a film. In 1927 it was calculated that a major film, in order
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to pay its way, had to reach an audience of nine million. With the sound film, to be sure,
a setback in its international distribution occurred at first: audiences became limited by
language barriers. This coincided with the Fascist emphasis on national interests. It is
more important to focus on this connection with Fascism than on this setback, which
was soon minimized by synchronization. The simultaneity of both phenomena is attribut-
able to the depression. The same disturbances which, on a larger scale, led to an attempt
to maintain the existing property structure by sheer force led the endangered film capital
to speed up the development of the sound film. The introduction of the sound film
brought about a temporary relief, not only because it again brought the masses into the
theaters but also because it merged new capital from the electrical industry with that of
the film industry. Thus, viewed from the outside, the sound film promoted national
interests, but seen from the inside it helped to internationalize film production even
more than previously.

This polarity cannot come into its own in the aesthetics of Idealism. Its idea of beauty
comprises these polar opposites without differentiating between them and consequently
excludes their polarity. Yet in Hegel this polarity announces itself as clearly as possible
within the limits of Idealism. We quote from his Philosophy of History:

Images were known of old. Piety at an early time required them for worship, but
it could do without beautiful images. These might even be disturbing. In every
beautiful painting there is also something nonspiritual, merely external, but its
spirit speaks to man through its beauty. Worshipping, conversely, is concerned
with the work as an object, for it is but a spiritless stupor of the soul. . . . Fine art
has arisen . . . in the church . .., although it has already gone beyond its principle
as art.

Likewise, the following passage from The Philosophy of Fine Art indicates that Hegel
sensed a problem here.

We are beyond the stage of reverence for works of art as divine and objects
deserving our worship. The impression they produce is one of a more reflective
kind, and the emotions they arouse require a higher test.... (G. W. F. Hegel,
The Philosophy of Fine Art, trans., with notes, by F. P. B. Osmaston, vol. I, p. 12,
London, 1920.)

The transition from the first kind of artistic reception to the second characterizes the
history of artistic reception in general. Apart from that, a certain oscillation between
these two polar modes of reception can be demonstrated for each work of art. Take the
Sistine Madonna. Since Hubert Grimme’s research it has been known that the Madonna
originally was painted for the purpose of exhibition. Grimme’s research was inspired by
the question: What is the purpose of the molding in the foreground of the painting which
the two cupids lean upon? How, Grimme asked further, did Raphael come to furnish the
sky with two draperies? Research proved that the Madonna had been commissioned for
the public lying-in-state of Pope Sixtus. The Popes lay in state in a certain side chapel of
St. Peter’s. On that occasion Raphael’s picture had been fastened in a nichelike back-
ground of the chapel, supported by the coffin. In this picture Raphael portrays the
Madonna approaching the papal coffin in clouds from the background of the niche,
which was demarcated by green drapes. At the obsequies of Sixtus a pre-eminent exhibi-
tion value of Raphael’s picture was taken advantage of. Some time later it was placed on
the high altar in the church of the Black Friars at Piacenza. The reason for this exile is
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to be found in the Roman rites which forbid the use of paintings exhibited at obsequies
as cult objects on the high altar. This regulation devalued Raphael’s picture to some
degree. In order to obtain an adequate price nevertheless, the Papal See resolved to add
to the bargain the tacit toleration of the picture above the high altar. To avoid attention
the picture was given to the monks of the far-off provincial town.

Bertolt Brecht, on a different level, engaged in analogous reflections: “If the concept of
“work of art” can no longer be applied to the thing that emerges once the work is
transformed into a commodity, we have to eliminate this concept with cautious care but
without fear, lest we liquidate the function of the very thing as well. For it has to go
through this phase without mental reservation, and not as noncommittal deviation from
the straight path; rather, what happens here with the work of art will change it fundament-
ally and erase its past to such an extent that should the old concept be taken up again —
and it will, why not? — it will no longer stir any memory of the thing it once designated.”
Abel Gance, op. cit., pp. 100-1.

Séverin-Mars, quoted by Abel Gance, op. cit., p. 100.

Alexandre Arnoux, Cinéma pris, 1929, p. 28.

Franz Werfel, “Ein Sommernachtstraum, Ein Film von Shakespeare und Reinhardt,”
Newues Wiener Journal, cited in Lu 15, November, 1935.

“The film ... provides — or could provide — useful insight into the details of human
actions. . . . Character is never used as a source of motivation; the inner life of the persons
never supplies the principal cause of the plot and seldom is its main result.” (Bertolt
Brecht, Versuche, “Der Dreigroschenprozess,” p. 268.) The expansion of the field of the
testable which mechanical equipment brings about for the actor corresponds to the
extraordinary expansion of the field of the testable brought about for the individual
through economic conditions. Thus, vocational aptitude tests become constantly more
important. What matters in these tests are segmental performances of the individual. The
film shot and the vocational aptitude test are taken before a committee of experts. The
camera director in the studio occupies a place identical with that of the examiner during
aptitude tests.

Luigi Pirandello, $i Gira, quoted by Léon Pierre-Quint, “Signification du cinéma,”
L’Art cinématographique, op. cit., pp. 14-15.

Rudolf Arnheim, Film als Kunst, Berlin, 1932, pp. 176 f. In this context certain seem-
ingly unimportant details in which the film director deviates from stage practices gain in
interest. Such is the attempt to let the actor play without make-up, as made among
others by Dreyer in his Jeanne d’Arc. Dreyer spent months seeking the forty actors who
constitute the Inquisitors’ tribunal. The search for these actors resembled that for stage
properties that are hard to come by. Dreyer made every effort to avoid resemblances of
age, build, and physiognomy. If the actor thus becomes a stage property, this latter, on
the other hand, frequently functions as actor. At least it is not unusual for the film to
assign a role to the stage property. Instead of choosing at random from a great wealth of
examples, let us concentrate on a particularly convincing one. A clock that is working
will always be a disturbance on the stage. There it cannot be permitted its function of
measuring time. Even in a naturalistic play, astronomical time would clash with theatrical
time. Under these circumstances it is highly revealing that the film can, whenever appro-
priate, use time as measured by a clock. From this more than from many other touches
it may clearly be recognized that under certain circumstances each and every prop in a
film may assume important functions. From here it is but one step to Pudovkin’s state-
ment that “the playing of an actor which is connected with an object and is built around
it . . .1is always one of the strongest methods of cinematic construction.” (W. Pudovkin,
Filmregie und Filmmanuskript, Berlin, 1928, p. 126.) The film is the first art form capable
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of demonstrating how matter plays tricks on man. Hence, films can be an excellent
means of materialistic representation.

The change noted here in the method of exhibition caused by mechanical reproduction
applies to politics as well. The present crisis of the bourgeois democracies comprises a
crisis of the conditions which determine the public presentation of the rulers. Democra-
cies exhibit a member of government directly and personally before the nation’s represent-
atives. Parliament is his public. Since the innovations of camera and recording equipment
make it possible for the orator to become audible and visible to an unlimited number of
persons, the presentation of the man of politics before camera and recording equipment
becomes paramount. Parliaments, as much as theaters, are deserted. Radio and film not
only affect the function of the professional actor but likewise the function of those who
also exhibit themselves before this mechanical equipment, those who govern. Though
their tasks may be different, the change affects equally the actor and the ruler. The trend
is toward establishing controllable and transferable skills under certain social conditions.
This results in a new selection, a selection before the equipment from which the star and
the dictator emerge victorious.

The privileged character of the respective techniques is lost. Aldous Huxley writes:

Advances in technology have led . . . to vulgarity. . . . Process reproduction and the
rotary press have made possible the indefinite multiplication of writing and pic-
tures. Universal education and relatively high wages have created an enormous
public who know how to read and can afford to buy reading and pictorial matter.
A great industry has been called into existence in order to supply these commod-
ities. Now, artistic talent is a very rare phenomenon; whence it follows . . . that, at
every epoch and in all countries, most art has been bad. But the proportion of
trash in the total artistic output is greater now than at any other period. That it
must be so is a matter of simple arithmetic. The population of Western Europe has
a little more than doubled during the last century. But the amount of reading —
and seeing — matter has increased, I should imagine, at least twenty and possibly
fifty or even a hundred times. If there were n men of talent in a population of x
millions, there will presumably be 2n men of talent among 2x millions. The
situation may be summed up thus. For every page of print and pictures published
a century ago, twenty or perhaps even a hundred pages are published today. But
for every man of talent then living, there are now only two men of talent. It may
be of course that, thanks to universal education, many potential talents which in
the past would have been stillborn are now enabled to realize themselves. Let us
assume, then, that there are now three or even four men of talent to every one of
carlier times. It still remains true to say that the consumption of reading — and
seeing — matter has far outstripped the natural production of gifted writers and
draughtsmen. It is the same with hearing-matter. Prosperity, the gramophone
and the radio have created an audience of hearers who consume an amount of
hearing-matter that has increased out of all proportion to the increase of popula-
tion and the consequent natural increase of talented musicians. It follows from
all this that in all the arts the output of trash is both absolutely and relatively
greater than it was in the past; and that it must remain greater for just so long as
the world continues to consume the present inordinate quantities of reading-
matter, seeing-matter, and hearing-matter. (Aldous Huxley, Beyond the Mexique
Bay. A Traveller’s Journal, London, 1949, pp. 274 ft. First published in 1934.)

This mode of observation is obviously not progressive.
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The boldness of the cameraman is indeed comparable to that of the surgeon. Luc
Durtain lists among specific technical sleights of hand those “which are required in
surgery in the case of certain difficult operations. I choose as an example a case from oto-
rhinolaryngology; . . . the so-called endonasal perspective procedure; or I refer to the
acrobatic tricks of larynx surgery which have to be performed following the reversed
picture in the laryngoscope. I might also speak of ear surgery which suggests the preci-
sion work of watchmakers. What range of the most subtle muscular acrobatics is required
from the man who wants to repair or save the human body! We have only to think of the
couching of a cataract where there is virtually a debate of steel with nearly fluid tissue, or
of the major abdominal operations (laparotomy).” — Luc Durtain, op. cit.

This mode of observation may seem crude, but as the great theoretician Leonardo has
shown, crude modes of observation may at times be usefully adduced. Leonardo com-
pares painting and music as follows: “Painting is superior to music because, unlike
unfortunate music, it does not have to die as soon as it is born. ... Music which is
consumed in the very act of its birth is inferior to painting which the use of varnish has
rendered eternal.” (Trattato I, 29.)

Renaissance painting offers a revealing analogy to this situation. The incomparable devel-
opment of this art and its significance rested not least on the integration of a number of
new sciences, or at least of new scientific data. Renaissance painting made use of anatomy
and perspective, of mathematics, meteorology, and chromatology. Valéry writes: “What
could be further from us than the strange claim of a Leonardo to whom painting was a
supreme goal and the ultimate demonstration of knowledge? Leonardo was convinced
that painting demanded universal knowledge, and he did not even shrink from a theoret-
ical analysis which to us is stunning because of its very depth and precision. . . .” — Paul
Valéry, Piéces sur Part, “Autour de Corot,” Paris, p. 191.

Rudolf Arnheim, Joc. cit., p. 138.

“The work of art,” says André Breton, “is valuable only in so far as it is vibrated by the
reflexes of the future.” Indeed, every developed art form intersects three lines of develop-
ment. Technology works toward a certain form of art. Before the advent of the film
there were photo booklets with pictures which flitted by the onlooker upon pressure of
the thumb, thus portraying a boxing bout or a tennis match. Then there were the slot
machines in bazaars; their picture sequences were produced by the turning of a crank.

Secondly, the traditional art forms in certain phases of their development strenuously
work toward effects which later are effortlessly attained by the new ones. Before the rise
of the movie the Dadaists’ performances tried to create an audience reaction which
Chaplin later evoked in a more natural way.

Thirdly, unspectacular social changes often promote a change in receptivity which will
benefit the new art form. Before the movie had begun to create its public, pictures that
were no longer immobile captivated an assembled audience in the so-called Kaiserpanor-
ama. Here the public assembled before a screen into which stereoscopes were mounted,
one to each beholder. By a mechanical process individual pictures appeared briefly before
the stereoscopes, then made way for others. Edison still had to use similar devices in
presenting the first movie strip before the film screen and projection were known. This
strip was presented to a small public which stared into the apparatus in which the
succession of pictures was reeling off. Incidentally, the institution of the Kaiserpanorama
shows very clearly a dialectic of the development. Shortly before the movie turned the
reception of pictures into a collective one, the individual viewing of pictures in these
swiftly outmoded establishments came into play once more with an intensity comparable
to that of the ancient priest beholding the statue of a divinity in the cella.
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The theological archetype of this contemplation is the awareness of being alone with
one’s God. Such awareness, in the heyday of the bourgeoisie, went to strengthen the
freedom to shake off clerical tutelage. During the decline of the bourgeoisie this aware-
ness had to take into account the hidden tendency to withdraw from public affairs those
forces which the individual draws upon in his communion with God.

Georges Duhamel, Scénes de la vie future, Paris, 1930, p. 52.

The film is the art form that is in keeping with the increased threat to his life which
modern man has to face. Man’s need to expose himself to shock effects is his adjust-
ment to the dangers threatening him. The film corresponds to profound changes in the
apperceptive apparatus — changes that are experienced on an individual scale by the man
in the street in big-city traffic, on a historical scale by every present-day citizen.

As for Dadaism, insights important for Cubism and Futurism are to be gained from the
movie. Both appear as deficient attempts of art to accommodate the pervasion of reality
by the apparatus. In contrast to the film, these schools did not try to use the apparatus
as such for the artistic presentation of reality, but aimed at some sort of alloy in the joint
presentation of reality and apparatus. In Cubism, the premonition that this apparatus will
be structurally based on optics plays a dominant part; in Futurism, it is the premonition
of the effects of this apparatus which are brought out by the rapid sequence of the film
strip.

Duhamel, op. cit., p. 58.

One technical feature is significant here, especially with regard to newsreels, the propa-
gandist importance of which can hardly be overestimated. Mass reproduction is aided
especially by the reproduction of masses. In big parades and monster rallies, in sports
events, and in war, all of which nowadays are captured by camera and sound recording,
the masses are brought face to face with themselves. This process, whose significance
need not be stressed, is intimately connected with the development of the techniques of
reproduction and photography. Mass movements are usually discerned more clearly by a
camera than by the naked eye. A bird’s-eye view best captures gatherings of hundreds of
thousands. And even though such a view may be as accessible to the human eye as it is
to the camera, the image received by the eye cannot be enlarged the way a negative is
enlarged. This means that mass movements, including war, constitute a form of human
behavior which particularly favors mechanical equipment.
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The Culture Industry:
Enlightenment
as Mass Deception

Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno

The sociological view that the loss of support from objective religion and the dis-
integration of the last precapitalist residues, in conjunction with technical and social
differentiation and specialization, have given rise to cultural chaos is refuted by daily
experience. Culture today is infecting everything with sameness. Film, radio, and
magazines form a system. Each branch of culture is unanimous within itself and all
are unanimous together. Even the aesthetic manifestations of political opposites
proclaim the same inflexible rhythm. The decorative administrative and exhibition
buildings of industry differ little between authoritarian and other countries. The bright
monumental structures shooting up on all sides show oft the systematic ingenuity of
the state-spanning combines, toward which the unfettered entrepreneurial system,
whose monuments are the dismal residential and commercial blocks in the sur-
rounding areas of desolate cities, was already swiftly advancing. The older buildings
around the concrete centers already look like slums, and the new bungalows on the
outskirts, like the flimsy structures at international trade fairs, sing the praises of
technical progress while inviting their users to throw them away after short use like
tin cans. But the town-planning projects, which are supposed to perpetuate indi-
viduals as autonomous units in hygienic small apartments, subjugate them only more
completely to their adversary, the total power of capital. Just as the occupants of city
centers are uniformly summoned there for purposes of work and leisure, as producers
and consumers, so the living cells crystallize into homogenous, well-organized com-
plexes. The conspicuous unity of macrocosm and microcosm confronts human beings

From Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, “The culture industry: Enlightenment as mass
deception.” In Gunzelin Schmid Noerr (ed.), Dialectic of Enlightenment: Philosophical Fragments,
pp. 94-136. Translated by Edmund Jephcott. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2002.
Original German version © 1944 by Social Studies Association, NY; new edition © 1969 by
S. Fischer Verlag GmbH, Frankfurt am Main. English translation © 2002 by Board of Trustees of
Leland Stanford Jr. University. All rights reserved. Used with the permission of Stanford University
Press, www.sup.org.
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with a model of their culture: the false identity of universal and particular. All mass
culture under monopoly is identical, and the contours of its skeleton, the conceptual
armature fabricated by monopoly, are beginning to stand out. Those in charge no
longer take much trouble to conceal the structure, the power of which increases the
more bluntly its existence is admitted. Films and radio no longer need to present
themselves as art. The truth that they are nothing but business is used as an ideology
to legitimize the trash they intentionally produce. They call themselves industries,
and the published figures for their directors’ incomes quell any doubts about the
social necessity of their finished products.

Interested parties like to explain the culture industry in technological terms. Its
millions of participants, they argue, demand reproduction processes which inevitably
lead to the use of standard products to meet the same needs at countless locations.
The technical antithesis between few production centers and widely dispersed reception
necessitates organization and planning by those in control. The standardized forms,
it is claimed, were originally derived from the needs of the consumers: that is why
they are accepted with so little resistance. In reality, a cycle of manipulation and
retroactive need is unifying the system ever more tightly. What is not mentioned is
that the basis on which technology is gaining power over society is the power of
those whose economic position in society is strongest. Technical rationality today is
the rationality of domination. It is the compulsive character of a society alienated
from itself. Automobiles, bombs, and films hold the totality together until their
leveling element demonstrates its power against the very system of injustice it served.
For the present the technology of the culture industry confines itself to standardiza-
tion and mass production and sacrifices what once distinguished the logic of the
work from that of society. These adverse eftects, however, should not be attributed
to the internal laws of technology itself but to its function within the economy
today. Any need which might escape the central control is repressed by that of
individual consciousness. The step from telephone to radio has clearly distinguished
the roles. The former liberally permitted the participant to play the role of subject.
The latter democratically makes everyone equally into listeners, in order to expose
them in authoritarian fashion to the same programs put out by different stations. No
mechanism of reply has been developed, and private transmissions are condemned to
unfreedom. They confine themselves to the apocryphal sphere of “amateurs,” who,
in any case, are organized from above. Any trace of spontaneity in the audience of
the official radio is steered and absorbed into a selection of specializations by talent-
spotters, performance competitions, and sponsored events of every kind. The talents
belong to the operation long before they are put on show; otherwise they would not
conform so eagerly. The mentality of the public, which allegedly and actually favors
the system of the culture industry, is a part of the system, not an excuse for it. If a
branch of art follows the same recipe as one far removed from it in terms of its
medium and subject matter; if the dramatic denouement in radio “soap operas™ is
used as an instructive example of how to solve technical difficulties — which are
mastered no less in “jam sessions” than at the highest levels of jazz — or if a
movement from Beethoven is loosely “adapted” in the same way as a Tolstoy novel
is adapted for film, the pretext of meeting the public’s spontaneous wishes is mere
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hot air. An explanation in terms of the specific interests of the technical apparatus
and its personnel would be closer to the truth, provided that apparatus were under-
stood in all its details as a part of the economic mechanism of selection. Added to
this is the agreement, or at least the common determination, of the executive
powers to produce or let pass nothing which does not conform to their tables, to
their concept of the consumer, or, above all, to themselves.

If the objective social tendency of this age is incarnated in the obscure subjective
intentions of board chairmen, this is primarily the case in the most powerful sectors
of industry: steel, petroleum, electricity, chemicals. Compared to them the culture
monopolies are weak and dependent. They have to keep in with the true wielders of
power, to ensure that their sphere of mass society, the specific product of which still
has too much of cozy liberalism and Jewish intellectualism about it, is not subjected
to a series of purges. The dependence of the most powerful broadcasting company
on the electrical industry, or of film on the banks, characterizes the whole sphere,
the individual sectors of which are themselves economically intertwined. Everything
is so tightly clustered that the concentration of intellect reaches a level where it
overflows the demarcations between company names and technical sectors. The
relentless unity of the culture industry bears witness to the emergent unity of politics.
Sharp distinctions like those between A and B films, or between short stories published
in magazines in different price segments, do not so much reflect real differences as
assist in the classification, organization, and identification of consumers. Something
is provided for everyone so that no one can escape; differences are hammered home
and propagated. The hierarchy of serial qualities purveyed to the public serves only
to quantify it more completely. Everyone is supposed to behave spontaneously
according to a “level” determined by indices and to select the category of mass
product manufactured for their type. On the charts of research organizations, indistin-
guishable from those of political propaganda, consumers are divided up as statistical
material into red, green, and blue areas according to income group.

The schematic nature of this procedure is evident from the fact that the mechan-
ically differentiated products are ultimately all the same. That the difference between
the models of Chrysler and General Motors is fundamentally illusory is known by
any child, who is fascinated by that very difference. The advantages and disadvant-
ages debated by enthusiasts serve only to perpetuate the appearance of competition
and choice. It is no different with the offerings of Warner Brothers and Metro
Goldwyn Mayer. But the differences, even between the more expensive and cheaper
products from the same firm, are shrinking — in cars to the different number of
cylinders, engine capacity, and details of the gadgets, and in films to the different
number of stars, the expense lavished on technology, labor and costumes, or the
use of the latest psychological formulae. The unified standard of value consists in
the level of conspicuous production, the amount of investment put on show. The
budgeted differences of value in the culture industry have nothing to do with actual
differences, with the meaning of the product itself. The technical media, too, are being
engulfed by an insatiable uniformity. Television aims at a synthesis of radio and film,
delayed only for as long as the interested parties cannot agree. Such a synthesis, with
its unlimited possibilities, promises to intensify the impoverishment of the aesthetic
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material so radically that the identity of all industrial cultural products, still scantily
disguised today, will triumph openly tomorrow in a mocking fulfillment of Wagner’s
dream of the total art work. The accord between word, image, and music is achieved
so much more perfectly than in T7istan because the sensuous elements, which
compliantly document only the surface of social reality, are produced in principle
within the same technical work process, the unity of which they express as their
true content. This work process integrates all the elements of production, from the
original concept of the novel, shaped by its side-long glance at film, to the last
sound effect. It is the triumph of invested capital. To impress the omnipotence of
capital on the hearts of expropriated job candidates as the power of their true master
is the purpose of all films, regardless of the plot selected by the production directors.

Even during their leisure time, consumers must orient themselves according to
the unity of production. The active contribution which Kantian schematism still
expected of subjects — that they should, from the first, relate sensuous multiplicity to
fundamental concepts — is denied to the subject by industry. It purveys schematism
as its first service to the customer. According to Kantian schematism, a secret mechan-
ism within the psyche preformed immediate data to fit them into the system of
pure reason. That secret has now been unraveled. Although the operations of the
mechanism appear to be planned by those who supply the data, the culture industry,
the planning is in fact imposed on the industry by the inertia of a society irrational
despite all its rationalization, and this calamitous tendency, in passing through the
agencies of business, takes on the shrewd intentionality peculiar to them. For the
consumer there is nothing left to classify, since the classification has already been
preempted by the schematism of production. This dreamless art for the people fulfils
the dreamy idealism which went too far for idealism in its critical form. Everything
comes from consciousness — from that of God for Malebranche and Berkeley, and
from earthly production management for mass art. Not only do hit songs, stars, and
soap operas conform to types recurring cyclically as rigid invariants, but the specific
content of productions, the seemingly variable element, is itself derived from those
types. The details become interchangeable. The brief interval sequence which has
proved catchy in a hit song, the hero’s temporary disgrace which he accepts as a
“good sport,” the wholesome slaps the heroine receives from the strong hand of the
male star, his plain-speaking abruptness toward the pampered heiress, are, like all the
details, ready-made clichés, to be used here and there as desired and always com-
pletely defined by the purpose they serve within the schema. To confirm the schema
by acting as its constituents is their sole razson d’étre. In a film, the outcome can
invariably be predicted at the start — who will be rewarded, punished, forgotten —
and in light music the prepared ear can always guess the continuation after the first
bars of a hit song and is gratified when it actually occurs. The average choice of
words in a short story must not be tampered with. The gags and effects are no less
calculated than their framework. They are managed by special experts, and their slim
variety is specifically tailored to the office pigeonhole. The culture industry has
developed in conjunction with the predominance of the effect, the tangible perform-
ance, the technical detail, over the work, which once carried the idea and was



The Culture Industry 45

liquidated with it. By emancipating itself, the detail had become refractory; from
Romanticism to Expressionism it had rebelled as unbridled expression, as the agent
of opposition, against organization. In music, the individual harmonic effect had
obliterated awareness of the form as a whole; in painting the particular detail had
obscured the overall composition; in the novel psychological penetration had blurred
the architecture. Through totality, the culture industry is putting an end to all that.
Although operating only with effects, it subdues their unruliness and subordinates
them to the formula which supplants the work. It crushes equally the whole and the
parts. The whole confronts the details in implacable detachment: somewhat like the
career of a successful man, in which everything serves to illustrate and demonstrate
a success which, in fact, it is no more than the sum of those idiotic events. The
so-called leading idea is a filing compartment which creates order, not connections.
Lacking both contrast and relatedness, the whole and the detail look alike. Their
harmony, guaranteed in advance, mocks the painfully achieved harmony of the great
bourgeois works of art. In Germany even the most carefree films of democracy were
overhung already by the graveyard stillness of dictatorship.

The whole world is passed through the filter of the culture industry. The familiar
experience of the moviegoer, who perceives the street outside as a continuation of
the film he has just left, because the film seeks strictly to reproduce the world of
everyday perception, has become the guideline of production. The more densely and
completely its techniques duplicate empirical objects, the more easily it creates the
illusion that the world outside is a seamless extension of the one which has been
revealed in the cinema. Since the abrupt introduction of the sound film, mechanical
duplication has become entirely subservient to this objective. According to this
tendency, life is to be made indistinguishable from the sound film. Far more strongly
than the theatre of illusion, film denies its audience any dimension in which they
might roam freely in imagination — contained by the film’s framework but unsuper-
vised by its precise actualities — without losing the thread; thus it trains those exposed
to it to identify film directly with reality. The withering of imagination and spon-
taneity in the consumer of culture today need not be traced back to psychological
mechanisms. The products themselves, especially the most characteristic, the sound
film, cripple those faculties through their objective makeup. They are so constructed
that their adequate comprehension requires a quick, observant, knowledgeable cast
of mind but positively debars the spectator from thinking, if he is not to miss the
fleeting facts. This kind of alertness is so ingrained that it does not even need to be
activated in particular cases, while still repressing the powers of imagination. Anyone
who is so absorbed by the world of the film, by gesture, image, and word, that he or
she is unable to supply that which would have made it a world in the first place, does
not need to be entirely transfixed by the special operations of the machinery at the
moment of the performance. The required qualities of attention have become so
familiar from other films and other culture products already known to him or her
that they appear automatically. The power of industrial society is imprinted on
people once and for all. The products of the culture industry are such that they can
be alertly consumed even in a state of distraction. But each one is a model of the
gigantic economic machinery, which, from the first, keeps everyone on their toes,
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both at work and in the leisure time which resembles it. In any sound film or any
radio broadcast something is discernible which cannot be attributed as a social effect
to any one of them, but to all together. Each single manifestation of the culture
industry inescapably reproduces human beings as what the whole has made them.
And all its agents, from the producer to the women’s organizations, are on the alert
to ensure that the simple reproduction of mind does not lead on to the expansion
of mind.

The complaints of art historians and cultural attorneys over the exhaustion of
the energy which created artistic style in the West are frighteningly unfounded. The
routine translation of everything, even of what has not yet been thought, into the
schema of mechanical reproducibility goes beyond the rigor and scope of any true
style — the concept with which culture lovers idealize the precapitalist past as an
organic era. No Palestrina could have eliminated the unprepared or unresolved
dissonance more puristically than the jazz arranger excludes any phrase which does
not exactly fit the jargon. If he jazzes up Mozart, he changes the music not only
where it is too difficult or serious but also where the melody is merely harmonized
differently, indeed, more simply, than is usual today. No medieval patron of archi-
tecture can have scrutinized the subjects of church windows and sculptures more
suspiciously than the studio hierarchies examine a plot by Balzac or Victor Hugo before
it receives the imprimatur of feasibility. No cathedral chapter could have assigned
the grimaces and torments of the damned to their proper places in the order of
divine love more scrupulously than production managers decide the position of
the torture of the hero or the raised hem of the leading lady’s dress within the litany
of the big film. The explicit and implicit, exoteric and esoteric catalog of what is
torbidden and what is tolerated is so extensive that it not only defines the area left
free but wholly controls it. Even the most minor details are modeled according to
this lexicon. Like its adversary, avant-garde art, the culture industry defines its own
language positively, by means of prohibitions applied to its syntax and vocabulary.
The permanent compulsion to produce new effects which yet remain bound to the
old schema, becoming additional rules, merely increases the power of the tradi-
tion which the individual effect seeks to escape. Every phenomenon is by now so
thoroughly imprinted by the schema that nothing can occur that does not bear in
advance the trace of the jargon, that is not seen at first glance to be approved. But
the true masters, as both producers and reproducers, are those who speak the jargon
with the same free-and-easy relish as if it were the language it has long since
silenced. Such is the industry’s ideal of naturalness. It asserts itself more imperiously
the more the perfected technology reduces the tension between the culture product
and everyday existence. The paradox of routine travestied as nature is detectable in
every utterance of the culture industry, and in many is quite blatant. A jazz musician
who has to play a piece of serious music, Beethoven’s simplest minuet, involuntarily
syncopates and condescends to start on the beat only with a superior smile. Such
“naturalness,” complicated by the ever more pervasive and exorbitant claims of the
specific medium, constitutes the new style, “a system of nonculture to which one
might even concede a certain ‘unity of style’ if it made any sense to speak of a
stylized barbarism.””
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The general influence of this stylization may already be more binding than the
official rules and prohibitions; a hit song is treated more leniently today if it does not
respect the thirty-two bars or the compass of the ninth than if it includes even the
most elusive melodic or harmonic detail which falls outside the idiom. Orson Welles
is forgiven all his offences against the usages of the craft because, as calculated
rudeness, they confirm the validity of the system all the more zealously. The com-
pulsion of the technically conditioned idiom which the stars and directors must
produce as second nature, so that the nation may make it theirs, relates to nuances
so fine as to be almost as subtle as the devices used in a work of the avant-garde,
where, unlike those of the hit song, they serve truth. The rare ability to conform
punctiliously to the obligations of the idiom of naturalness in all branches of the
culture industry becomes the measure of expertise. As in logical positivism, what is
said and how it is said must be verifiable against everyday speech. The producers
are experts. The idiom demands the most prodigious productive powers, which it
absorbs and squanders. Satanically, it has rendered cultural conservatism’s distinc-
tion between genuine and artificial style obsolete. A style might possibly be called
artificial if it had been imposed from outside against the resistance of the intrinsic
tendencies of form. But in the culture industry the subject matter itself, down to its
smallest elements, springs from the same apparatus as the jargon into which it is
absorbed. The deals struck between the art specialists and the sponsor and censor
over some all-too-unbelievable lie tell us less about internal, aesthetic tensions than
about a divergence of interests. The reputation of the specialist, in which a last
residue of actual autonomy still occasionally finds refuge, collides with the business
policy of the church or the industrial combine producing the culture commodity.
By its own nature, however, the matter has already been reified as negotiable even
before the various agencies come into conflict. Even before Zanuck® acquired her,
Saint Bernadette gleamed in the eye of her writer as an advert aimed at all the
relevant consortia. To this the impulses of form have been reduced. As a result, the
style of the culture industry, which has no resistant material to overcome, is at
the same time the negation of style. The reconciliation of general and particular, of
rules and the specific demands of the subject, through which alone style takes on
substance, is nullified by the absence of tension between the poles: “the extremes
which touch” have become a murky identity in which the general can replace the
particular and vice versa.

Nevertheless, this caricature of style reveals something about the genuine style of
the past. The concept of a genuine style becomes transparent in the culture industry
as the aesthetic equivalent of power. The notion of style as a merely aesthetic
regularity is a retrospective fantasy of Romanticism. The unity of style not only of
the Christian Middle Ages but of the Renaissance expresses the different structures
of social coercion in those periods, not the obscure experience of the subjects, in
which the universal was locked away. The great artists were never those whose works
embodied style in its least fractured, most perfect form but those who adopted style
as a rigor to set against the chaotic expression of suffering, as a negative truth. In the
style of these works expression took on the strength without which existence is
dissipated unheard. Even works which are called classical, like the music of Mozart,
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contain objective tendencies which resist the style they incarnate. Up to Schonberg
and Picasso, great artists have been mistrustful of style, which at decisive points has
guided them less than the logic of the subject matter. What the Expressionists and
Dadaists attacked in their polemics, the untruth of style as such, triumphs today in
the vocal jargon of the crooner, in the adept grace of the film star, and even in the
mastery of the photographic shot of a farm laborer’s hovel. In every work of art,
style is a promise. In being absorbed through style into the dominant form of
universality; into the current musical, pictorial, or verbal idiom, what is expressed
seeks to be reconciled with the idea of the true universal. This promise of the work
of art to create truth by impressing its unique contours on the socially transmitted
forms is as necessary as it is hypocritical. By claiming to anticipate fulfillment through
their aesthetic derivatives, it posits the real forms of the existing order as absolute.
To this extent the claims of art are always also ideology. Yet it is only in its struggle
with tradition, a struggle precipitated in style, that art can find expression for suffer-
ing. The moment of the work of art by which it transcends reality cannot, indeed,
be severed from style; that moment, however, does not consist in achieved harmony,
in the questionable unity of form and content, inner and outer, individual and
society, but in those traits in which the discrepancy emerges, in the necessary failure
of the passionate striving for identity. Instead of exposing itself to this failure, in
which the style of the great work of art has always negated itself, the inferior work
has relied on its similarity to others, the surrogate of identity. The culture industry
has finally posited this imitation as absolute. Being nothing other than style, it
divulges style’s secret: obedience to the social hierarchy. Aesthetic barbarism today is
accomplishing what has threatened intellectual formations since they were brought
together as culture and neutralized. To speak about culture always went against
the grain of culture. The general designation “culture” already contains, virtually,
the process of identifying, cataloging, and classifying which imports culture into the
realm of administration. Only what has been industrialized, rigorously subsumed, is
fully adequate to this concept of culture. Only by subordinating all branches of
intellectual production equally to the single purpose of imposing on the senses of
human beings, from the time they leave the factory in the evening to the time they
clock on in the morning, the imprint of the work routine which they must sustain
throughout the day, does this culture mockingly fulfill the notion of a unified
culture which the philosophers of the individual personality held out against mass
culture.

The culture industry, the most inflexible style of all, thus proves to be the goal of
the very liberalism which is criticized for its lack of style. Not only did its categories
and contents originate in the liberal sphere, in domesticated naturalism no less than
in the operetta and the revue, but the modern culture combines are the economic
area in which a piece of the circulation sphere otherwise in the process of disintegra-
tion, together with the corresponding entrepreneurial types, still tenuously survives.
In that area people can still make their way, provided they do not look too closely at
their true purpose and are willing to be compliant. Anyone who resists can survive
only by being incorporated. Once registered as diverging from the culture industry,
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they belong to it as the land reformer does to capitalism. Realistic indignation is the
trademark of those with a new idea to sell. Public authority in the present society
allows only those complaints to be heard in which the attentive ear can discern the
prominent figure under whose protection the rebel is suing for peace. The more
immeasurable the gulf between chorus and leaders, the more certainly is there a
place among the latter for anyone who demonstrates superiority by well-organized
dissidence. In this way liberalism’s tendency to give free rein to its ablest members
survives in the culture industry. To open that industry to clever people is the
function of the otherwise largely regulated market, in which, even in its heyday,
freedom was the freedom of the stupid to starve, in art as elsewhere. Not for
nothing did the system of the culture industry originate in the liberal industrial
countries, just as all its characteristic media, especially cinema, radio, jazz, and
magazines, also triumph there. Its progress, however, stems from the general laws of
capital. Gaumont and Pathé,* Ullstein and Hugenberg® did not follow the inter-
national trend to their own disadvantage; Europe’s economic dependence on the
USA after the war and the inflation also made its contribution. The belief that the
barbarism of the culture industry is a result of “cultural lag,” of the backwardness of
American consciousness in relation to the state of technology, is quite illusory.
Prefascist Europe was backward in relation to the monopoly of culture. But it
was precisely to such backwardness that intellectual activity owed a remnant of
autonomy, its last exponents their livelihood, however meager. In Germany the
incomplete permeation of life by democratic control had a paradoxical effect. Many
areas were still exempt from the market mechanism which had been unleashed in
Western countries. The German educational system, including the universities, the
artistically influential theatres, the great orchestras, and the museums were under
patronage. The political powers, the state and the local authorities who inherited
such institutions from absolutism, had left them a degree of independence from the
power of the market as the princes and feudal lords had done up to the nineteenth
century. This stiffened the backbone of art in its late phase against the verdict of
supply and demand, heightening its resistance far beyond its actual degree of protec-
tion. In the market itself the homage paid to not yet marketable artistic quality was
converted into purchasing power, so that reputable literary and musical publishers
could support authors who brought in little more than the respect of connoisseurs.
Only the dire and incessant threat of incorporation into commercial life as aesthetic
experts finally brought the artists to heel. In former times they signed their letters,
like Kant and Hume, “Your most obedient servant,” while undermining the founda-
tions of throne and altar. Today they call heads of government by their first names
and are subject, in every artistic impulse, to the judgment of their illiterate prin-
cipals. The analysis offered by de Tocqueville a hundred years ago has been fully
borne out in the meantime. Under the private monopoly of culture tyranny does
indeed “leave the body free and sets to work directly on the soul. The ruler no
longer says: ‘Either you think as I do or you die.” He says: ‘You are free not to think
as I do; your life, your property — all that you shall keep. But from this day on you
will be a stranger among us.””® Anyone who does not conform is condemned to
an economic impotence which is prolonged in the intellectual powerlessness of
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the eccentric loner. Disconnected from the mainstream, he is easily convicted of
inadequacy. Whereas the mechanism of supply and demand is today disintegrating in
material production, in the superstructure it acts as a control on behalf of the rulers.
The consumers are the workers and salaried employees, the farmers and petty bour-
geois. Capitalist production hems them in so tightly, in body and soul, that they
unresistingly succumb to whatever is proftered to them. However, just as the ruled
have always taken the morality dispensed to them by the rulers more seriously than
the rulers themselves, the defrauded masses today cling to the myth of success still
more ardently than the successful. They, too, have their aspirations. They insist
unwaveringly on the ideology by which they are enslaved. The pernicious love of the
common people for the harm done to them outstrips even the cunning of the
authorities. It surpasses the rigor of the Hays Office,” just as, in great epochs, it has
inspired renewed zeal in greater agencies directed against it, the terror of the tribu-
nals. It calls for Mickey Rooney rather than the tragic Garbo, Donald Duck rather
than Betty Boop. The industry bows to the vote it has itself rigged. The incidental
costs to the firm which cannot turn a profit from its contract with a declining star
are legitimate costs for the system as a whole. By artfully sanctioning the demand for
trash, the system inaugurates total harmony. Connoisseurship and expertise are
proscribed as the arrogance of those who think themselves superior, whereas culture
distributes its privileges democratically to all. Under the ideological truce between
them, the conformism of the consumers, like the shamelessness of the producers
they sustain, can have a good conscience. Both content themselves with the repro-
duction of sameness.

Unending sameness also governs the relationship to the past. What is new in the
phase of mass culture compared to that of late liberalism is the exclusion of the new.
The machine is rotating on the spot. While it already determines consumption, it
rejects anything untried as a risk. In film, any manuscript which is not reassuringly
based on a best-seller is viewed with mistrust. That is why there is incessant talk of
ideas, novelty and surprises, of what is both totally familiar and has never existed
before. Tempo and dynamism are paramount. Nothing is allowed to stay as it was,
everything must be endlessly in motion. For only the universal victory of the rhythm
of mechanical production and reproduction promises that nothing will change, that
nothing unsuitable will emerge. To add anything to the proven cultural inventory
would be too speculative. The frozen genres — sketch, short story, problem film, hit
song — represent the average of late liberal taste threateningly imposed as a norm.
The most powerful of the culture agencies, who work harmoniously with others of
their kind as only managers do, whether they come from the ready-to-wear trade or
college, have long since reorganized and rationalized the objective mind. It is as if
some omnipresent agency had reviewed the material and issued an authoritative
catalog tersely listing the products available. The ideal forms are inscribed in the
cultural heavens where they were already numbered by Plato — indeed, were only
numbers incapable of increase or change.

Amusement and all the other elements of the culture industry existed long before
the industry itself. Now they have been taken over from above and brought fully up
to date. The culture industry can boast of having energetically accomplished and
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clevated to a principle the often inept transposition of art to the consumption
sphere, of having stripped amusement of its obtrusive naiveties and improved the
quality of its commodities. The more all-embracing the culture industry has become,
the more pitilessly it has forced the outsider into either bankruptcy or a syndicate; at
the same time it has become more refined and elevated, becoming finally a synthesis
of Beethoven and the Casino de Paris.® Its victory is twofold: what is destroyed as
truth outside its sphere can be reproduced indefinitely within it as lies. “Light” art as
such, entertainment, is not a form of decadence. Those who deplore it as a betrayal
of the ideal of pure expression harbor illusions about society. The purity of bour-
geois art, hypostatized as a realm of freedom contrasting to material praxis, was
bought from the outset with the exclusion of the lower class; and art keeps faith
with the cause of that class, the true universal, precisely by freeing itself from the
purposes of the false. Serious art has denied itself to those for whom the hardship
and oppression of life make a mockery of seriousness and who must be glad to use
the time not spent at the production line in being simply carried along. Light art has
accompanied autonomous art as its shadow. It is the social bad conscience of serious
art. The truth which the latter could not apprehend because of its social premises
gives the former an appearance of objective justification. The split between them is
itself the truth: it expresses at least the negativity of the culture which is the sum of
both spheres. The antithesis can be reconciled least of all by absorbing light art into
serious or vice versa. That, however, is what the culture industry attempts. The
eccentricity of the circus, the peep show, or the brothel in relation to society is as
embarrassing to it as that of Schonberg and Karl Kraus. The leading jazz musician
Benny Goodman therefore has to appear with the Budapest String Quartet, more
pedantic rhythmically than any amateur clarinetist, while the quartet play with the
saccharine monotony of Guy Lombardo.” What is significant is not crude ignorance,
stupidity or lack of polish. The culture industry has abolished the rubbish of former
times by imposing its own perfection, by prohibiting and domesticating dilettantism,
while itself incessantly committing the blunders without which the elevated style
cannot be conceived. What is new, however, is that the irreconcilable elements of
culture, art, and amusement have been subjected equally to the concept of purpose and
thus brought under a single false denominator: the totality of the culture industry.
Its element is repetition. The fact that its characteristic innovations are in all cases
mere improvements to mass production is not extraneous to the system. With good
reason the interest of countless consumers is focused on the technology, not on the
rigidly repeated, threadbare and half-abandoned content. The social power revered
by the spectators manifests itself more effectively in the technically enforced ubiquity
of stereotypes than in the stale ideologies which the ephemeral contents have to
endorse.

Nevertheless, the culture industry remains the entertainment business. Its control
of consumers is mediated by entertainment, and its hold will not be broken by
outright dictate but by the hostility inherent in the principle of entertainment to
anything which is more than itself. Since the tendencies of the culture industry are
turned into the flesh and blood of the public by the social process as a whole, those
tendencies are reinforced by the survival of the market in the industry. Demand has
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not yet been replaced by simple obedience. The major reorganization of the film
industry shortly before the First World War, the material precondition for its expan-
sion, was a deliberate adaptation to needs of the public registered at the ticket office,
which were hardly thought worthy of consideration in the pioneering days of the
screen. That view is still held by the captains of the film industry, who accept only
more or less phenomenal box-office success as evidence and prudently ignore the
counterevidence, truth. Their ideology is business. In this they are right to the
extent that the power of the culture industry lies in its unity with fabricated need
and not in simple antithesis to it — or even in the antithesis between omnipotence
and powerlessness. Entertainment is the prolongation of work under late capitalism.
It is sought by those who want to escape the mechanized labor process so that they
can cope with it again. At the same time, however, mechanization has such power
over leisure and its happiness, determines so thoroughly the fabrication of enter-
tainment commodities, that the oft-duty worker can experience nothing but after-
images of the work process itself. The ostensible content is merely a faded foreground;
what is imprinted is the automated sequence of standardized tasks. The only escape
from the work process in factory and office is through adaptation to it in leisure
time. This is the incurable sickness of all entertainment. Amusement congeals into
boredom, since, to be amusement, it must cost no effort and therefore moves strictly
along the well-worn grooves of association. The spectator must need no thoughts of
his own: the product prescribes each reaction, not through any actual adherence —
which collapses once exposed to thought — but through signals. Any logical connec-
tion presupposing mental capacity is scrupulously avoided. Developments are to
emerge from the directly preceding situation, not from the idea of the whole. There
is no plot which could withstand the screenwriters’ eagerness to extract the maximum
effect from the individual scene. Finally, even the schematic formula seems danger-
ous, since it provides some coherence of meaning, however meager, when only
meaninglessness is acceptable. Often the plot is willfully denied the development
called for by characters and theme under the old schema. Instead, the next step is
determined by what the writers take to be their most effective idea. Obtusely ingeni-
ous surprises disrupt the plot. The product’s tendency to fall back perniciously on
the pure nonsense which, as buffoonery and clowning, was a legitimate part of
popular art up to Chaplin and the Marx brothers, emerges most strikingly in the less
sophisticated genres. Whereas the films of Greer Garson and Bette Davis can still
derive some claim to a coherent plot from the unity of the socio-psychological case
represented, the tendency to subvert meaning has taken over completely in the text
of novelty songs,'® suspense films, and cartoons. The idea itself, like objects in comic
and horror films, is massacred and mutilated. Novelty songs have always lived on
contempt for meaning, which, as both ancestors and descendants of psychoanalysis,
they reduce to the monotony of sexual symbolism. In crime and adventure films the
spectators are begrudged even the opportunity to witness the resolution. Even in
nonironic examples of the genre they must make do with the mere horror of
situations connected in only the most perfunctory way.

Cartoon and stunt films were once exponents of fantasy against rationalism. They
allowed justice to be done to the animals and things electrified by their technology,
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by granting the mutilated beings a second life. Today they merely confirm the victory
of technological reason over truth. A few years ago they had solid plots which were
resolved only in the whirl of pursuit of the final minutes. In this their procedure
resembled that of slapstick comedy. But now the temporal relations have shifted.
The opening sequences state a plot motif so that destruction can work on it through-
out the action: with the audience in gleeful pursuit the protagonist is tossed about
like a scrap of litter. The quantity of organized amusement is converted into the
quality of organized cruelty. The self-elected censors of the film industry, its accom-
plices, monitor the duration of the atrocity prolonged into a hunt. The jollity dispels
the joy supposedly conferred by the sight of an embrace and postpones satisfaction
until the day of the pogrom. To the extent that cartoons do more than accustom
the senses to the new tempo, they hammer into every brain the old lesson that con-
tinuous attrition, the breaking of all individual resistance, is the condition of life in
this society. Donald Duck in the cartoons and the unfortunate victim in real life
receive their beatings so that the spectators can accustom themselves to theirs.

The enjoyment of the violence done to the film character turns into violence
against the spectator; distraction becomes exertion. No stimulant concocted by the
experts may escape the weary eye; in face of the slick presentation no one may
appear stupid even for a moment; everyone has to keep up, emulating the smartness
displayed and propagated by the production. This makes it doubtful whether the
culture industry even still fulfils its self-proclaimed function of distraction. If the
majority of radio stations and cinemas were shut down, consumers probably would
not feel too much deprived. In stepping from the street into the cinema, they no
longer enter the world of dream in any case, and once the use of these institutions
was no longer made obligatory by their mere existence, the urge to use them might
not be so overwhelming.!' Shutting them down in this way would not be reaction-
ary machine-wrecking. Those who suffered would not be the film enthusiasts but
those who always pay the penalty in any case, the ones who had lagged behind. For
the housewife, despite the films which are supposed to integrate her still further, the
dark of the cinema grants a refuge in which she can spend a few unsupervised hours,
just as once, when there were still dwellings and evening repose, she could sit gazing
out of the window. The unemployed of the great centers find freshness in summer
and warmth in winter in these places of regulated temperature. Apart from that, and
even by the measure of the existing order, the bloated entertainment apparatus does
not make life more worthy of human beings. The idea of “exploiting” the given
technical possibilities, of fully utilizing the capacities for aesthetic mass consumption,
is part of an economic system which refuses to utilize capacities when it is a question
of abolishing hunger.

The culture industry endlessly cheats its consumers out of what it endlessly
promises. The promissory note of pleasure issued by plot and packaging is indefin-
itely prolonged: the promise, which actually comprises the entire show, disdainfully
intimates that there is nothing more to come, that the diner must be satisfied with
reading the menu. The desire inflamed by the glossy names and images is served up
finally with a celebration of the daily round it sought to escape. Of course, genuine
works of art were not sexual exhibitions either. But by presenting denial as negative,
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they reversed, as it were, the debasement of the drive and rescued by mediation
what had been denied. That is the secret of aesthetic sublimation: to present fulfillment
in its brokenness. The culture industry does not sublimate: it suppresses. By con-
stantly exhibiting the object of desire, the breasts beneath the sweater, the naked
torso of the sporting hero, it merely goads the unsublimated anticipation of pleas-
ure, which through the habit of denial has long since been mutilated as masochism.
There is no erotic situation in which innuendo and incitement are not accompanied
by the clear notification that things will never go so far. The Hays Office merely
confirms the ritual which the culture industry has staged in any case: that of Tantalus.
Works of art are ascetic and shameless; the culture industry is pornographic and
prudish. It reduces love to romance. And, once reduced, much is permitted, even
libertinage as a marketable specialty, purveyed by quota with the trade description
“daring.” The mass production of sexuality automatically brings about its repression.
Because of his ubiquity, the film star with whom one is supposed to fall in love is,
from the start, a copy of himself. Every tenor now sounds like a Caruso record, and
the natural faces of Texas girls already resemble those of the established models by
which they would be typecast in Hollywood. The mechanical reproduction of beauty
— which, admittedly, is made only more inescapable by the reactionary culture
zealots with their methodical idolization of individuality — no longer leaves any room
for the unconscious idolatry with which the experience of beauty has always been
linked. The triumph over beauty is completed by humor, the malicious pleasure
elicited by any successful deprivation. There is laughter because there is nothing
to laugh about. Laughter, whether reconciled or terrible, always accompanies the
moment when a fear is ended. It indicates a release, whether from physical danger or
from the grip of logic. Reconciled laughter resounds with the echo of escape from
power; wrong laughter copes with fear by defecting to the agencies which inspire it.
It echoes the inescapability of power. Fun is a medicinal bath which the entertain-
ment industry never ceases to prescribe. It makes laughter the instrument for cheat-
ing happiness. To moments of happiness laughter is foreign; only operettas, and
now films, present sex amid peals of merriment. But Baudelaire is as humorless as
Holderlin. In wrong society laughter is a sickness infecting happiness and drawing it
into society’s worthless totality. Laughter about something is always laughter at it,
and the vital force which, according to Bergson, bursts through rigidity in laughter
is, in truth, the irruption of barbarity, the self-assertion which, in convivial settings,
dares to celebrate its liberation from scruple. The collective of those who laugh
parodies humanity. They are monads, each abandoning himself to the pleasure — at
the expense of all others and with the majority in support — of being ready to shrink
from nothing. Their harmony presents a caricature of solidarity. What is infernal
about wrong laughter is that it compellingly parodies what is best, reconciliation.
Joy, however, is austere: res severa verum gaudinm.” The ideology of monasteries,
that it is not asceticism but the sexual act which marks the renunciation of attainable
bliss, is negatively confirmed by the gravity of the lover who presciently pins his
whole life to the fleeting moment. The culture industry replaces pain, which is
present in ecstasy no less than in asceticism, with jovial denial. Its supreme law is
that its consumers shall at no price be given what they desire: and in that very
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deprivation they must take their laughing satisfaction. In each performance of the
culture industry the permanent denial imposed by civilization is once more inflicted
on and unmistakably demonstrated to its victims. To offer them something and to
withhold it is one and the same. That is what the erotic commotion achieves. Just
because it can never take place, everything revolves around the coitus. In film, to
allow an illicit relationship without due punishment of the culprits is even more
strictly tabooed than it is for the future son-in-law of a millionaire to be active in the
workers’ movement. Unlike that of the liberal era, industrial no less than nationalist
culture can permit itself to inveigh against capitalism, but not to renounce the threat
of castration. This threat constitutes its essence. It outlasts the organized relaxation
of morals toward the wearers of uniforms, first in the jaunty films produced for them
and then in reality. What is decisive today is no longer Puritanism, though it still
asserts itself in the form of women’s organizations, but the necessity, inherent in the
system, of never releasing its grip on the consumer, of not for a moment allowing
him or her to suspect that resistance is possible. This principle requires that while all
needs should be presented to individuals as capable of fulfillment by the culture
industry, they should be so set up in advance that individuals experience themselves
through their needs only as eternal consumers, as the culture industry’s object. Not
only does it persuade them that its fraud is satisfaction; it also gives them to under-
stand that they must make do with what is offered, whatever it may be. The flight
from the everyday world, promised by the culture industry in all its branches, is
much like the abduction of the daughter in the American cartoon: the father is
holding the ladder in the dark. The culture industry presents that same everyday
world as paradise. Escape, like elopement, is destined from the first to lead back to
its starting point. Entertainment fosters the resignation which seeks to forget itself in
entertainment.

Amusement, free of all restraint, would be not only the opposite of art but its
complementary extreme. Absurdity in the manner of Mark Twain, with which the
American culture industry flirts from time to time, could be a corrective to art. The
more seriously art takes its opposition to existence, the more it resembles the ser-
iousness of existence, its antithesis: the more it labors to develop strictly according
to its own formal laws, the more labor it requires to be understood, whereas its goal
had been precisely to negate the burden of labor. In some revue films, and especially
in grotesque stories and “funnies,”"? the possibility of this negation is momentarily
glimpsed. Its realization, of course, cannot be allowed. Pure amusement indulged to
the full, relaxed abandon to colorful associations and merry nonsense, is cut short by
amusement in its marketable form: it is disrupted by the surrogate of a coherent
meaning with which the culture industry insists on endowing its products while at
the same time slyly misusing them as pretexts for bringing on the stars. Biographies
and other fables stitch together the scraps of nonsense into a feeble-minded plot.
It is not the bells on the fool’s cap that jingle but the bunch of keys of capitalist
reason, which even in its images harnesses joy to the purpose of getting ahead. Every
kiss in the revue film must contribute to the career of the boxer or hit-song expert
whose success is being glorified. The deception is not that the culture industry serves
up amusement but that it spoils the fun by its business-minded attachment to the
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ideological clichés of the culture which is liquidating itself. Ethics and taste suppress
unbridled amusement as “naive” — naivety being rated no more highly than intellec-
tualism — and even restrict its technical possibilities. The culture industry is corrupt,
not as a sink of iniquity but as the cathedral of higher gratification. At all its levels,
from Hemingway to Emil Ludwig,'"* from Mrs. Miniver'® to the Lone Ranger,'
from Toscanini to Guy Lombardo, intellectual products drawn ready-made from art
and science are infected with untruth. Traces of something better persist in those
features of the culture industry by which it resembles the circus — in the stubbornly
purposeless expertise of riders, acrobats, and clowns, in the “defense and justification
of physical as against intellectual art.”’” But the hiding places of mindless artistry,
which represents what is human against the social mechanism, are being relentlessly
ferreted out by organizational reason, which forces everything to justify itself in
terms of meaning and effect. It is causing meaninglessness to disappear at the lowest
level of art just as radically as meaning is disappearing at the highest.

The fusion of culture and entertainment is brought about today not only by the
debasement of culture but equally by the compulsory intellectualization of amuse-
ment. This is already evident in the fact that amusement is now experienced only in
facsimile, in the form of cinema photography or the radio recording. In the age of
liberal expansion amusement was sustained by an unbroken belief in the future:
things would stay the same yet get better. Today, that belief has itself been intellec-
tualized, becoming so refined as to lose sight of all actual goals and to consist only
in a golden shimmer projected beyond the real. It is composed of the extra touches
of meaning — running exactly parallel to life itself —applied in the screen world to the
good guy, the engineer, the decent girl, and also to the ruthlessness disguised as
character, to the sporting interest, and finally to the cars and cigarettes, even where
the entertainment does not directly serve the publicity needs of the manufacture
concerned but advertises the system as a whole. Amusement itself becomes an ideal,
taking the place of the higher values it eradicates from the masses by repeating them
in an even more stereotyped form than the advertising slogans paid for by private
interests. Inwardness, the subjectively restricted form of truth, was always more
beholden to the outward rulers than it imagined. The culture industry is perverting
it into a barefaced lie. It appears now only as the high-minded prattle tolerated by
consumers of religious bestsellers, psychological films, and women’s serials as an
embarrassingly agreeable ingredient, so that they can more reliably control their own
human emotions. In this sense entertainment is purging the affects in the manner
once attributed by Aristotle to tragedy and now by Mortimer Adler'® to film. The
culture industry reveals the truth not only about style but also about catharsis.

The more strongly the culture industry entrenches itself, the more it can do as it
chooses with the needs of consumers — producing, controlling, disciplining them;
even withdrawing amusement altogether: here, no limits are set to cultural progress.
But the tendency is immanent in the principle of entertainment itself, as a principle
of bourgeois enlightenment. If the need for entertainment was largely created by
industry, which recommended the work to the masses through its subject matter,
the oleograph through the delicate morsel it portrayed and, conversely, the pudding
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mix through the image of a pudding, entertainment has always borne the trace of
commercial brashness, of sales talk, the voice of the fairground huckster. But the
original affinity between business and entertainment reveals itself in the meaning of
entertainment itself: as society’s apologia. To be entertained means to be in agree-
ment. Entertainment makes itself possible only by insulating itself from the totality
of the social process, making itself stupid and perversely renouncing from the first
the inescapable claim of any work, even the most trivial: in its restrictedness to
reflect the whole. Amusement always means putting things out of mind, forgetting
suffering, even when it is on display. At its root is powerlessness. It is indeed escape,
but not, as it claims, escape from bad reality but from the last thought of resisting
that reality. The liberation which amusement promises is from thinking as negation.
The shamelessness of the rhetorical question “What do people want?” lies in the fact
that it appeals to the very people as thinking subjects whose subjectivity it specifically
secks to annul. Even on those occasions when the public rebels against the pleasure
industry it displays the feebleness systematically instilled in it by that industry. Never-
theless, it has become increasingly difficult to keep the public in submission. The
advance of stupidity must not lag behind the simultaneous advance of intelligence.
In the age of statistics the masses are too astute to identify with the millionaire on
the screen and too obtuse to deviate even minutely from the law of large numbers.
Ideology hides itself in probability calculations. Fortune will not smile on all — just
on the one who draws the winning ticket or, rather, the one designated to do so by
a higher power — usually the entertainment industry itself, which presents itself as
ceaselessly in search of talent. Those discovered by the talent scouts and then built
up by the studios are ideal types of the new, dependent middle classes. The female
starlet is supposed to symbolize the secretary, though in a way which makes her
seem predestined, unlike the real secretary, to wear the flowing evening gown. Thus
she apprises the female spectator not only of the possibility that she, too, might
appear on the screen but still more insistently of the distance between them. Only
one can draw the winning lot, only one is prominent, and even though all have
mathematically the same chance, it is so minimal for each individual that it is best to
write it off at once and rejoice in the good fortune of someone else, who might just
as well be oneself but never is. Where the culture industry still invites naive identi-
fication, it immediately denies it. It is no longer possible to lose oneself in others.
Once, film spectators saw their own wedding in that of others. Now the happy
couple on the screen are specimens of the same species as everyone in the audience,
but the sameness posits the insuperable separation of its human elements. The
perfected similarity is the absolute difference. The identity of the species prohibits
that of the individual cases. The culture industry has sardonically realized man’s
species being. Everyone amounts only to those qualities by which he or she can
replace everyone else: all are fungible, mere specimens. As individuals they are
absolutely replaceable, pure nothingness, and are made aware of this as soon as time
deprives them of their sameness. This changes the inner composition of the religion
of success, which they are sternly required to uphold. The path per aspera ad astra,
which presupposes need and effort, is increasingly replaced by the prize. The ele-
ment of blindness in the routine decision as to which song is to be a hit, which extra
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a heroine, is celebrated by ideology. Films emphasize chance. By imposing an essen-
tial sameness on their characters, with the exception of the villain, to the point of
excluding any faces which do not conform — for example, those which, like Garbo’s,
do not look as if they would welcome the greeting “Hello, sister” — the ideology
does, it is true, make life initially easier for the spectators. They are assured that they
do not need to be in any way other than they are and that they can succeed just as
well without having to perform tasks of which they know themselves incapable. But
at the same time they are given the hint that effort would not help them in any case,
because even bourgeois success no longer has any connection to the calculable effect
of their own work. They take the hint. Fundamentally, everyone recognizes chance,
by which someone is sometimes lucky, as the other side of planning. Just because
society’s energies have developed so far on the side of rationality that anyone might
become an engineer or a manager, the choice of who is to receive from society the
investment and confidence to be trained for such functions becomes entirely irra-
tional. Chance and planning become identical since, given the sameness of people,
the fortune or misfortune of the individual, right up to the top, loses all economic
importance. Chance itself is planned; not in the sense that it will affect this or that
particular individual but in that people believe in its control. For the planners it
serves as an alibi, giving the impression that the web of transactions and measures
into which life has been transformed still leaves room for spontaneous, immediate
relationships between human beings. Such freedom is symbolized in the various
media of the culture industry by the arbitrary selection of average cases. In the
detailed reports on the modestly luxurious pleasure trip organized by the magazine
for the lucky competition winner — preferably a shorthand typist who probably won
through contacts with local powers-that-be — the powerlessness of everyone is re-
flected. So much are the masses mere material that those in control can raise one of
them up to their heaven and cast him or her out again: let them go hang with their
justice and their labor. Industry is interested in human beings only as its customers
and employees and has in fact reduced humanity as a whole, like each of its ele-
ments, to this exhaustive formula. Depending on which aspect happens to be para-
mount at the time, ideology stresses plan or chance, technology or life, civilization
or nature. As employees people are reminded of the rational organization and must
fit into it as common sense requires. As customers they are regaled, whether on the
screen or in the press, with human interest stories demonstrating freedom of choice
and the charm of not belonging to the system. In both cases they remain objects.
The less the culture industry has to promise and the less it can offer a meaningtul
explanation of life, the emptier the ideology it disseminates necessarily becomes.
Even the abstract ideals of the harmony and benevolence of society are too concrete
in the age of the universal advertisement. Abstractions in particular are identified as
publicity devices. Language which appeals to mere truth only arouses impatience to
get down to the real business behind it. Words which are not a means seem mean-
ingless, the others seem to be fiction, untruth. Value judgments are perceived either
as advertisements or as mere chatter. The noncommittal vagueness of the resulting
ideology does not make it more transparent, or weaker. Its very vagueness, the
quasiscientific reluctance to be pinned down to anything which cannot be verified,
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functions as an instrument of control. Ideology becomes the emphatic and system-
atic proclamation of what is. Through its inherent tendency to adopt the tone of the
factual report, the culture industry makes itself the irrefutable prophet of the existing
order. With consummate skill it maneuvers between the crags of demonstrable
misinformation and obvious truth by faithfully duplicating appearances, the density
of which blocks insight. Thus the omnipresent and impenetrable world of appear-
ances is set up as the ideal. Ideology is split between the photographing of brute
existence and the blatant lie about its meaning, a lie which is not articulated directly
but drummed in by suggestion. The mere cynical reiteration of the real is enough to
demonstrate its divinity. Such photological proof’ may not be stringent, but it is
overwhelming. Anyone who continues to doubt in face of the power of monotony is
a fool. The culture industry sweeps aside objections to itself along with those to the
world it neutrally duplicates. One has only the choice of conforming or being
consigned to the backwoods: the provincials who oppose cinema and radio by falling
back on eternal beauty and amateur theatricals have already reached the political
stance toward which the members of mass culture are still being driven. This culture
is hardened enough either to poke fun at the old wishful dreams, the paternal ideal
no less than unconditional feeling, or to invoke them as ideology, as the occasion
demands. The new ideology has the world as such as its subject. It exploits the cult
of fact by describing bad existence with utmost exactitude in order to elevate it into
the realm of facts. Through such elevation existence itself becomes a surrogate of
meaning and justice. Beauty is whatever the camera reproduces. The disappointed hope
that one might oneself be the employee who won the world trip is matched by the
disappointing appearance of the exactly photographed regions through which
the journey might have led. What is offered is not Italy but evidence that it exists.
The film can permit itself to show the Paris in which the young American woman
hopes to still her longing as a desolately barren place, in order to drive her all the
more implacably into the arms of the smart American boy she might equally well
have met at home. That life goes on at all, that the system, even in its most recent
phase, reproduces the lives of those who constitute it instead of doing away with
them straight away, is even credited to the system as its meaning and value. The
ability to keep going at all becomes the justification for the blind continuation of the
system, indeed, for its immutability. What is repeated is healthy — the cycle in nature
as in industry. The same babies grin endlessly from magazines, and endlessly the jazz
machine pounds. Despite all the progress in the techniques of representation, all the
rules and specialties, all the gesticulating bustle, the bread on which the culture
industry feeds humanity, remains the stone of stereotype. It lives on the cyclical, on
the admittedly well-founded amazement that, in spite of everything, mothers still
give birth to children, that the wheels have not yet come completely to a halt. All
this consolidates the immutability of the existing circumstances. The swaying corn-
fields at the end of Chaplin’s film on Hitler give the lie to the anti-fascist speech
about freedom. They resemble the blond tresses of the German maidens whose
outdoor life in the summer wind is photographed by Ufa. Nature, in being pre-
sented by society’s control mechanism as the healing antithesis of society, is itself
absorbed into that incurable society and sold off. The solemn pictorial affirmation
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that the trees are green, the sky is blue, and the clouds are sailing overhead already
makes them cryptograms for factory chimneys and gasoline stations. Conversely,
wheels and machine parts are made to gleam expressively, debased as receptacles of
that leafy, cloudy soul. In this way both nature and technology are mobilized against
the alleged stuffiness, the faked recollection of liberal society as a world in which
people idled lasciviously in plush-lined rooms instead of taking wholesome open-air
baths as they do today, or suffered breakdowns in antediluvian Benz models instead
of traveling at rocket speed from where they are in any case to where it is no dif-
ferent. The triumph of the giant corporation over entrepreneurial initiative is celebrated
by the culture industry as the perpetuity of entrepreneurial initiative. The fight is
waged against an enemy who has already been defeated, the thinking subject. The
resurrection of Hans Sonnenstifser,”® the enemy of bourgeois philistines, in Germany,
and the smug coziness of Life with Father’' have one and the same meaning.

On one matter, however, this hollow ideology is utterly serious: everyone is
provided for. “No one must be hungry or cold. Anyone failing to comply goes to a
concentration camp.” The joke from Hitler’s Germany might well shine out as a
maxim above all the portals of the culture industry. With naive shrewdness it anticip-
ates the situation characteristic of the latest society: that it knows how to identify its
true supporters. Formal freedom is guaranteed for everyone. No one has to answer
officially for what he or she thinks. However, all find themselves enclosed from early
on within a system of churches, clubs, professional associations, and other relation-
ships which amount to the most sensitive instrument of social control. Anyone who
wants to avoid ruin must take care not to weigh too little in the scales of this
apparatus. Otherwise he will fall behind in life and finally go under. The fact that in
every career, and especially in the liberal professions, specialist knowledge as a rule
goes hand in hand with a prescribed set of attitudes easily gives the misleading
impression that expert knowledge is all that counts. In reality, it is a feature of the
irrationally systematic nature of this society that it reproduces, passably, only the
lives of its loyal members. The gradations in the standard of living correspond very
precisely to the degree by which classes and individuals inwardly adhere to the
system. Managers can be relied on; even the minor employee Dagwood,* who lives
in reality no less than in the comic strip, is reliable. But anyone who goes hungry
and suffers from cold, especially if he once had good prospects, is a marked man. He
is an outsider, and — with the occasional exception of the capital crime — to be an
outsider is the gravest guilt. In films such a person is, at best, an eccentric, an object
of maliciously indulgent humor; but mostly he is a villain and is identified as such on
his very first appearance, long before the action requires it, to forestall even the
momentary misapprehension that society turns against those of good will. In fact, a
kind of welfare state on a higher level is being established today. To assert their
positions people keep in motion an economy in which the extreme development of
technology has made the masses in principle superfluous as producers in their own
country. According to the ideological illusion, the workers, the true providers, are
ted by the leaders of industry, whom they feed. Thus the position of the individual
becomes precarious. Under liberalism the poor were regarded as lazy; today they are
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automatically suspect. Anyone who is not provided for outside the concentration
camp belongs inside it, or at any rate in the hell of the most demeaning labor and
the slums. The culture industry, however, reflects society’s positive and negative
provision for those it administers as direct human solidarity in the world of honest folk.
No one is forgotten, everywhere are neighbors, social welfare officers, Dr Gillespies,
and armchair philosophers with their hearts in the right place who, with their kindly
man-to-man interventions, turn the socially perpetuated wretchedness into remedi-
able individual cases, unless even that is ruled out by the personal depravity of those
concerned. The managed provision of friendly care, administered by every factory as
a means of increasing production, brings the last private impulse under social con-
trol; by being given the appearance of immediacy, the relationships of people within
production are returned to the private sphere. Such “winter aid”?* casts its conciliat-
ory shadow over the films and broadcasts of the culture industry long before such
care is transferred in totalitarian style from the factory to society itself. The great
helpers and benefactors of humanity, whose scholarly and scientific achievements
have to be embellished by scriptwriters as simple acts of compassion to wring from
them a fictitious human interest, function as stand-ins for the leaders of nations who
ultimately decree the abolition of compassion and succeed in preventing all infec-
tions by exterminating the last of the sick.

The emphasis on the heart of gold is society’s way of admitting the suffering it
creates: everyone knows that they are helpless within the system, and ideology must
take account of this. Far from merely concealing the suffering under the cloak of
improvised comradeship, the culture industry stakes its company pride on looking it
manfully in the eye and acknowledging it with unflinching composure. This posture
of steadfast endurance justifies the world which that posture makes necessary. Such
is the world — so hard, yet therefore so wonderful, so healthy. The lie does not
shrink back even from tragedy. Just as totalitarian society does not abolish the
suffering of its members, but registers and plans it, mass culture does the same with
tragedy. Hence the persistent borrowings from art. Art supplies the tragic substance
which pure entertainment cannot provide on its own yet which it needs if it is to
adhere to its principle of meticulously duplicating appearance. Tragedy, included in
society’s calculations and affirmed as a moment of the world, becomes a blessing. It
deflects the charge that truth is glossed over, whereas in fact it is appropriated with
cynical regret. It imparts an element of interest to the insipidity of censored happi-
ness and makes that interest manageable. To the consumer who has seen culturally
better days it offers the surrogate of long-abolished depth, and to regular moviegoers
the veneer of culture they need for purposes of prestige. To all it grants the solace
that human fate in its strength and authenticity is possible even now and its un-
flinching depiction inescapable. The unbroken surface of existence, in the duplica-
tion of which ideology consists solely today, appears all the more splendid, glorious,
and imposing the more it is imbued with necessary suffering. It takes on the aspect
of fate. Tragedy is leveled down to the threat to destroy anyone who does not
conform, whereas its paradoxical meaning once lay in hopeless resistance to mythical
threat. Tragic fate becomes the just punishment into which bourgeois aesthetics has
always longed to transform it. The morality of mass culture has come down to it
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from yesterday’s children’s books. In the first-class production the villain is dressed
up as the hysteric who, in a study of ostensibly clinical exactitude, seeks to trick her
more realistic rival out of her life’s happiness and who herself suffers a quite
untheatrical death. To be sure, only at the top are things managed as scientifically
as this. Further down, the resources are scarcer. There tragedy has its teeth drawn
without social psychology. Just as any honest Hungarian-Viennese operetta must
have its tragic finale in the second act, leaving nothing for the third but the righting
of misunderstandings, mass culture gives tragedy permanent employment as routine.
The obvious existence of a formula is enough in itself to allay the concern that
tragedy might still be untamed. The housewife’s description of the recipe for drama
as “getting into trouble and out again” encompasses the whole of mass culture from
the weak-minded women’s serial to its highest productions. Even the worst out-
come, which once had better intentions, still confirms the established order and
corrupts tragedy, whether because the irregular lover pays for her brief happiness
with death or because the sad end in the picture makes the indestructibility of actual
life shine all the more brightly. Tragic cinema is becoming truly a house of moral
correction. The masses, demoralized by existence under the pressure of the system
and manifesting civilization only as compulsively rehearsed behavior in which rage
and rebelliousness everywhere show through, are to be kept in order by the spectacle
of implacable life and the exemplary conduct of those it crushes. Culture has always
contributed to the subduing of revolutionary as well as of barbaric instincts. Indus-
trial culture does something more. It inculcates the conditions on which implac-
able life is allowed to be lived at all. Individuals must use their general satiety as a
motive for abandoning themselves to the collective power of which they are sated.
The permanently hopeless situations which grind down filmgoers in daily life are
transformed by their reproduction, in some unknown way, into a promise that they
may continue to exist. One needs only to become aware of one’s nullity, to sub-
scribe to one’s own defeat, and one is already a party to it. Society is made up of the
desperate and thus falls prey to rackets. In a few of the most significant German
novels of the prefascistic era, such as Berlin Alexanderplatz and Kleiner Mann, was
nun?, this tendency was as vividly evident as in the mediocre film and in the proce-
dures of jazz. Fundamentally, they all present the self-mockery of man. The possibil-
ity of becoming an economic subject, an entrepreneur, a proprietor, is entirely
liquidated. Right down to the small grocery, the independent firm on the running
and inheriting of which the bourgeois family and the position of its head were
founded, has fallen into hopeless dependence. All have become employees, and in
the civilization of employees the dignity of the father, dubious in any case, ceases to
be. The behavior of the individual toward the racket, whether commercial, profes-
sional, or political, both before and after admittance to it; the gestures of the leader
before the masses, of the lover before the woman he woos, are taking on peculiarly
masochistic traits. The attitude all are forced to adopt in order to demonstrate ever
again their moral fitness for this society is reminiscent of that of boys during admis-
sion to a tribe; circling under the blows of the priest, they wear stereotypical smiles.
Existence in late capitalism is a permanent rite of initiation. Everyone must show
that they identify wholeheartedly with the power which beats them. This is inherent
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in the principle of syncopation in jazz, which mocks the act of stumbling while
elevating it to the norm. The eunuch-like voice of the radio crooner, the handsome
suitor of the heiress, who falls into the swimming pool wearing his tuxedo, are
models for those who want to make themselves into that to which the system breaks
them. Everyone can be like the omnipotent society, everyone can be happy if only
they hand themselves over to it body and soul and relinquish their claim to happi-
ness. In their weakness society recognizes its own strength and passes some of it
back to them. Their lack of resistance certifies them as reliable customers. Thus is
tragedy abolished. Once, the antithesis between individual and society made up its
substance. Tragedy glorified “courage and freedom of feeling in face of a mighty
foe, sublime adversity, a problem which awakened dread.** Today tragedy has been
dissipated in the void of the false identity of society and subject, the horror of which
is still just fleetingly visible in the vacuous semblance of the tragic. But the miracle
of integration, the permanent benevolence of those in command, who admit the
unresisting subject while he chokes down his unruliness — all this signifies fascism.
Fascism lurks in the humaneness with which D6blin allows his protagonist Biberkopf
to find refuge, no less than in films with a social slant. The ability to slip through, to
survive one’s own ruin, which has superseded tragedy, is ingrained in the new
generation; its members are capable of any work, since the work process allows them
to become attached to none. One is reminded of the sad pliability of the soldier
returning home, unaffected by the war, of the casual laborer who finally joins the
clandestine groups and the paramilitary organizations. The liquidation of tragedy
confirms the abolition of the individual.

It is not only the standardized mode of production of the culture industry which
makes the individual illusory in its products. Individuals are tolerated only as far as
their wholehearted identity with the universal is beyond question. From the stand-
ardized improvisation in jazz to the original film personality who must have a lock of
hair straying over her eyes so that she can be recognized as such, pseudoindividuality
reigns. The individual trait is reduced to the ability of the universal so completely to
mold the accidental that it can be recognized as accidental. The sulky taciturnity or
the elegant walk of the individual who happens to be on show is serially produced
like the Yale locks which differ by fractions of a millimeter. The peculiarity of the
self is a socially conditioned monopoly commodity misrepresented as natural. It is
reduced to the moustache, the French accent, the deep voice of the prostitute, the
“Lubitsch touch” — like a fingerprint on the otherwise uniform identity cards to
which the lives and faces of all individuals, from the film star to the convict, have
been reduced by the power of the universal. Pseudoindividuality is a precondition
for apprehending and detoxifying tragedy: only because individuals are none but
mere intersections of universal tendencies is it possible to reabsorb them smoothly
into the universal. Mass culture thereby reveals the fictitious quality which has
characterized the individual throughout the bourgeois era and is wrong only in
priding itself on this murky harmony between universal and particular. The principle
of individuality was contradictory from the outset. First, no individuation was ever
really achieved. The class-determined form of self preservation maintained everyone
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at the level of mere species being. Every bourgeois character expressed the same
thing, even and especially when deviating from it: the harshness of competitive
society. The individual, on whom society was supported, itself bore society’s taint; in
the individual’s apparent freedom he was the product of society’s economic and
social apparatus. Power has always invoked the existing power relationships when
seeking the approval of those subjected to power. At the same time, the advance of
bourgeois society has promoted the development of the individual. Against the will
of those controlling it, technology has changed human beings from children into
persons. But all such progress of individuation has been at the expense of the
individuality in whose name it took place, leaving behind nothing except individuals’
determination to pursue their own purposes alone. The citizens whose lives are split
between business and private life, their private life between ostentation and intimacy,
their intimacy between the sullen community of marriage and the bitter solace of
being entirely alone, at odds with themselves and with everyone, are virtually already
Nazis, who are at once enthusiastic and fed up, or the city dwellers of today, who
can imagine friendship only as “social contact” between the inwardly unconnected.
The culture industry can only manipulate individuality so successfully because the
fractured nature of society has always been reproduced within it. In the ready-made
faces of film heroes and private persons fabricated according to magazine-cover
stereotypes, a semblance of individuality — in which no one believes in any case — is
fading, and the love for such hero-models is nourished by the secret satisfaction that
the effort of individuation is at last being replaced by the admittedly more breathless
one of imitation. The hope that the contradictory, disintegrating person could not
survive for generations, that the psychological fracture within it must split the system
itself, and that human beings might refuse to tolerate the mendacious substitution
of the stereotype for the individual — that hope is vain. The unity of the personality
has been recognized as illusory since Shakespeare’s Hamlet. In the synthetically
manufactured physiognomies of today the fact that the concept of human life ever
existed is already forgotten. For centuries society has prepared for Victor Mature and
Mickey Rooney. They come to fulfill the very individuality they destroy.

The heroizing of the average forms part of the cult of cheapness. The highest-paid
stars resemble advertisements for unnamed merchandise. Not for nothing are they
often chosen from the ranks of commercial models. The dominant taste derives its
ideal from the advertisement, from commodified beauty. Socrates’ dictum that beauty
is the useful has at last been ironically fulfilled. The cinema publicizes the cultural
conglomerate as a totality, while the radio advertises individually the products for
whose sake the cultural system exists. For a few coins you can see the film which cost
millions, for even less you can buy the chewing gum behind which stand the entire
riches of the world, and the sales of which increase those riches still further. Through
universal suffrage the vast funding of armies is generally known and approved, if in
absentin, while prostitution behind the lines is not permitted. The best orchestras in
the world, which are none, are delivered free of charge to the home. All this
mockingly resembles the land of milk and honey as the national community apes the
human one. Something is served up for everyone. A provincial visitor’s comment on
the old Berlin Metropoltheater that “it is remarkable what can be done for the
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money” has long since been adopted by the culture industry and elevated to the
substance of production itself. Not only is a production always accompanied by
triumphant celebration that it has been possible at all, but to a large extent it is that
triumph itself. To put on a show means to show everyone what one has and can do.
The show is still a fairground, but one incurably infected by culture. Just as people
lured by the fairground crier overcame their disappointment inside the booths with
a brave smile, since they expected it in any case, the movie-goer remains tolerantly
loyal to the institution. But the cheapness of mass-produced luxury articles, and its
complement, universal fraud, are changing the commodity character of art itself.
That character is not new: it is the fact that art now dutifully admits to being a
commodity, abjures its autonomy and proudly takes its place among consumer
goods, that has the charm of novelty. Art was only ever able to exist as a separate
sphere in its bourgeois form. Even its freedom, as negation of the social utility which
is establishing itself through the market, is essentially conditioned by the commodity
economy. Pure works of art, which negated the commodity character of society by
simply following their own inherent laws, were at the same time always commod-
ities. To the extent that, up to the eighteenth century, artists were protected from
the market by patronage, they were subject to the patrons and their purposes
instead. The purposelessness of the great modern work of art is sustained by the
anonymity of the market. The latter’s demands are so diversely mediated that the
artist is exempted from any particular claim, although only to a certain degree, since
his autonomy, being merely tolerated, has been attended throughout bourgeois
history by a moment of untruth, which has culminated now in the social liquidation
of art. The mortally sick Beethoven, who flung away a novel by Walter Scott with
the cry: “The fellow writes for money,” while himself proving an extremely experi-
enced and tenacious businessman in commercializing the last quartets — works rep-
resenting the most extreme repudiation of the market — offers the most grandiose
example of the unity of the opposites of market and autonomy in bourgeois art. The
artists who succumb to ideology are precisely those who conceal this contradiction
instead of assimilating it into the consciousness of their own production, as Beethoven
did: he improvised on “Rage over a Lost Penny” and derived the metaphysical
injunction “It must be,” which seeks aesthetically to annul the world’s compulsion
by taking that burden onto itself, from his housekeeper’s demand for her monthly
wages. The principle of idealist aesthetics, purposiveness without purpose, reverses
the schema socially adopted by bourgeois art: purposelessness for purposes dictated
by the market. In the demand for entertainment and relaxation, purpose has finally
consumed the realm of the purposeless. But as the demand for the marketability of
art becomes total, a shift in the inner economic composition of cultural commodities
is becoming apparent. For the use which is made of the work of art in antagonistic
society is largely that of confirming the very existence of the useless, which art’s total
subsumption under usefulness has abolished. In adapting itself entirely to need, the
work of art defrauds human beings in advance of the liberation from the principle of
utility which it is supposed to bring about. What might be called use value in the
reception of cultural assets is being replaced by exchange value; enjoyment is giving
way to being there and being in the know, connoisseurship by enhanced prestige.
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The consumer becomes the ideology of the amusement industry, whose institutions
he or she cannot escape. One has to have seen Mrs. Miniver, just as one must
subscribe to Life and Time. Everything is perceived only from the point of view that
it can serve as something else, however vaguely that other thing might be envisaged.
Everything has value only in so far as it can be exchanged, not in so far as it is
something in itself. For consumers the use value of art, its essence, is a fetish, and
the fetish — the social valuation which they mistake for the merit of works of art —
becomes its only use value, the only quality they enjoy. In this way the commodity
character of art disintegrates just as it is fully realized. Art becomes a species of
commodity, worked up and adapted to industrial production, saleable and exchange-
able; but art as the species of commodity which exists in order to be sold yet not for
sale becomes something hypocritically unsaleable as soon as the business transaction
is no longer merely its intention but its sole principle. The Toscanini performance
on the radio is, in a sense, unsaleable. One listens to it for nothing, and each note of
the symphony is accompanied, as it were, by the sublime advertisement that the
symphony is not being interrupted by advertisements — “This concert is brought to
you as a public service.” The deception takes place indirectly via the profit of all the
united automobile and soap manufacturers, on whose payments the stations survive,
and, of course, via the increased sales of the electrical industry as the producer of the
receiver sets. Radio, the progressive latecomer to mass culture, is drawing conclu-
sions which film’s pseudomarket at present denies that industry. The technical struc-
ture of the commercial radio system makes it immune to liberal deviations of the
kind the film industry can still permit itself in its own preserve. Film is a private
enterprise which already represents the sovereign whole, in which respect it has
some advantages over the other individual combines. Chesterfield is merely the
nation’s cigarette, but the radio is its mouthpiece. In the total assimilation of culture
products into the commodity sphere radio makes no attempt to purvey its products
as commodities. In America it levies no duty from the public. It thereby takes on the
deceptive form of a disinterested, impartial authority, which fits fascism like a glove.
In fascism radio becomes the universal mouthpiece of the Fiibrer; in the loudspeakers
on the street his voice merges with the howl of sirens proclaiming panic, from which
modern propaganda is hard to distinguish in any case. The National Socialists knew
that broadcasting gave their cause stature as the printing press did to the Reforma-
tion. The Fiihrer’s metaphysical charisma, invented by the sociology of religion,*
turned out finally to be merely the omnipresence of his radio addresses, which
demonically parodies that of the divine spirit. The gigantic fact that the speech
penetrates everywhere replaces its content, as the benevolent act of the Toscanini
broadcast supplants its content, the symphony. No listener can apprehend the sym-
phony’s true coherence, while the Fiibrer’s address is in any case a lie. To posit the
human word as absolute, the false commandment, is the immanent tendency of
radio. Recommendation becomes command. The promotion of identical commodit-
ies under different brand names, the scientifically endorsed praise of the laxative in
the slick voice of the announcer between the overtures of La Traviata and Rienzi,
has become untenable if only for its silliness. One day the Dzktat of production, the
specific advertisement, veiled by the semblance of choice, can finally become the
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Fiihrer’s overt command. In a society of large-scale fascistic rackets which agree
among themselves on how much of the national product is to be allocated to
providing for the needs of the people, to invite the people to use a particular soap
powder would, in the end, seem anachronistic. In a more modern, less ceremonious
style, the Fiihrer directly orders both the holocaust and the supply of trash.

Today works of art, suitably packaged like political slogans, are pressed on a
reluctant public at reduced prices by the culture industry; they are opened up for
popular enjoyment like parks. However, the erosion of their genuine commodity
character does not mean that they would be abolished in the life of a free society but
that the last barrier to their debasement as cultural assets has now been removed.
The abolition of educational privilege by disposing of culture at bargain prices does
not admit the masses to the preserves from which they were formerly excluded but,
under the existing social conditions, contributes to the decay of education and the
progress of barbaric incoherence. Someone who in the nineteenth or early twentieth
century spent money to attend a drama or a concert, paid the performance at least
as much respect as the money spent. The citizen who wanted a return for his outlay
might occasionally try to establish some connection to the work. The guidebooks to
Wagner’s music dramas or the commentaries on Faust bear witness to this. They
form a transition to the biographical glaze applied to works of art and the other
practices to which works of art are subjected today. Even when the art business was
in the bloom of youth, use value was not dragged along as a mere appendage by
exchange value but was developed as a precondition of the latter, to the social
benefit of works of art. As long as it was expensive, art kept the citizen within some
bounds. That is now over. Art’s unbounded proximity to those exposed to it, no
longer mediated by money, completes the alienation between work and consumer,
which resemble each other in triumphant reification. In the culture industry respect
is vanishing along with criticism: the latter gives way to mechanical expertise, the
former to the forgetful cult of celebrities. For consumers, nothing is expensive any
more. Nevertheless, they are dimly aware that the less something costs, the less it
can be a gift to them. The twofold mistrust of traditional culture as ideology mingles
with that of industrialized culture as fraud. Reduced to mere adjuncts, the degraded
works of art are secretly rejected by their happy recipients along with the junk the
medium has made them resemble. The public should rejoice that there is so much
to see and hear. And indeed, everything is to be had. The “screenos”® and cinema
vaudevilles, the competitions in recognizing musical extracts, the free magazines,
rewards, and gift articles handed out to the listeners of certain radio programs are
not mere accidents, but continue what is happening to the culture products themselves.
The symphony is becoming the prize for listening to the radio at all, and if the
technology had its way the film would already be delivered to the apartment on the
model of the radio.”” It is moving towards the commercial system. Television points
the way to a development which easily enough could push the Warner brothers®
into the doubtless unwelcome position of little theatre performers and cultural con-
servatives. However, the pursuit of prizes has already left its imprint on consumer
behavior. Because culture presents itself as a bonus, with unquestioned private and
social benefits, its reception has become a matter of taking one’s chances. The public
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crowds forward for fear of missing something. What that might be is unclear, but,
at any rate, only those who join in have any chance. Fascism, however, hopes to
reorganize the gift-receivers trained by the culture industry into its enforced adherents.

Culture is a paradoxical commodity. It is so completely subject to the law of
exchange that it is no longer exchanged; it is so blindly equated with use that it
can no longer be used. For this reason it merges with the advertisement. The
more meaningless the latter appears under monopoly, the more omnipotent culture
becomes. Its motives are economic enough. That life could continue without the
whole culture industry is too certain; the satiation and apathy it generates among
consumers are too great. It can do little to combat this from its own resources.
Advertising is its elixir of life. But because its product ceaselessly reduces the pleas-
ure it promises as a commodity to that mere promise, it finally coincides with the
advertisement it needs on account of its own inability to please. In the competitive
society advertising performed a social service in orienting the buyer in the market,
facilitating choice and helping the more efficient but unknown supplier to find
customers. It did not merely cost labor time, but saved it. Today, when the free
market is coming to an end, those in control of the system are entrenching them-
selves in advertisng. It strengthens the bond which shackles consumers to the big
combines. Only those who can keep paying the exorbitant fees charged by the
advertising agencies, and most of all by radio itself, that is, those who are already
part of the system or are co-opted into it by the decisions of banks and industrial
capital, can enter the pseudomarket as sellers. The costs of advertising, which finally
flow back into the pockets of the combines, spare them the troublesome task of
subduing unwanted outsiders; they guarantee that the wielders of influence remain
among their peers, not unlike the resolutions of economic councils which control
the establishment and continuation of businesses in the totalitarian state. Advertising
today is a negative principle, a blocking device: anything which does not bear its seal
of approval is economically suspect. All-pervasive advertising is certainly not needed
to acquaint people with the goods on ofter, the varieties of which are limited in any
case. It benefits the selling of goods only directly. The termination of a familiar
advertising campaign by an individual firm represents a loss of prestige, and is indeed
an offence against the discipline which the leading clique imposes on its members.
In wartime, commodities which can no longer be supplied continue to be advertised
merely as a display of industrial power. At such times the subsidizing of the ideolo-
gical media is more important than the repetition of names. Through their ubiquitous
use under the pressure of the system, advertising techniques have invaded the idiom,
the “style” of the culture industry. So complete is their triumph that in key positions
it is no longer even explicit: the imposing buildings of the big companies, floodlit
advertisements in stone, are free of advertising, merely displaying the illuminated
company initials on their pinnacles, with no further need of self-congratulation. By
contrast, the buildings surviving from the nineteenth century, the architecture of
which still shamefully reveals their utility as consumer goods, their function as
accommodation, are covered from basement to above roof level with hoardings and
banners: the landscape becomes a mere background for sign-boards and symbols.
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Advertising becomes simply the art with which Goebbels presciently equated it, art
pour Part, advertising for advertising’s sake, the pure representation of social power. In
the influential American magazines Life and Fortune the images and texts of advertise-
ments are, at a cursory glance, hardly distinguishable from the editorial section. The
enthusiastic and unpaid picture story about the living habits and personal grooming
of celebrities, which wins them new fans, is editorial, while the advertising pages rely
on photographs and data so factual and lifelike that they represent the ideal of
information to which the editorial section only aspires. Every film is a preview of the
next, which promises yet again to unite the same heroic couple under the same
exotic sun: anyone arriving late cannot tell whether he is watching the trailer or the
real thing. The montage character of the culture industry, the synthetic, controlled
manner in which its products are assembled — factory-like not only in the film studio
but also, virtually, in the compilation of the cheap biographies, journalistic novels,
and hit songs — predisposes it to advertising: the individual moment, in being
detachable, replaceable, estranged even technically from any coherence of meaning,
lends itself to purposes outside the work. The special effect, the trick, the isolated
and repeatable individual performance have always conspired with the exhibition of
commodities for advertising purposes, and today every close-up of a film actress is an
advert for her name, every hit song a plug for its tune. Advertising and the culture
industry are merging technically no less than economically. In both, the same thing
appears in countless places, and the mechanical repetition of the same culture prod-
uct is already that of the same propaganda slogan. In both, under the dictate of
effectiveness, technique is becoming psychotechnique, a procedure for manipulating
human beings. In both, the norms of the striking yet familiar, the easy but catchy,
the worldly wise but straightforward hold good; everything is directed at over-
powering a customer conceived as distracted or resistant.

Through the language they speak, the customers make their own contribution to
culture as advertising. For the more completely language coincides with commun-
ication, the more words change from substantial carriers of meaning to signs devoid
of qualities; the more purely and transparently they communicate what they designate,
the more impenetrable they become. The demythologizing of language, as an ele-
ment of the total process of enlightenment, reverts to magic. In magic word and
content were at once different from each other and indissolubly linked. Concepts
like melancholy, history, indeed, life, were apprehended in the word which both set
them apart and preserved them. Its particular form constituted and reflected them at
the same time. The trenchant distinction which declares the word itself fortuitous
and its allocation to its object arbitrary does away with the superstitious commin-
gling of word and thing. Anything in a given sequence of letters which goes beyond
the correlation to the event designated is banished as unclear and as verbal meta-
physics. As a result, the word, which henceforth is allowed only to designate some-
thing and not to mean it, becomes so fixated on the object that it hardens to a
formula. This affects language and subject matter equally. Instead of raising a matter
to the level of experience, the purified word exhibits it as a case of an abstract
moment, and everything else, severed from now defunct expression by the demand
for pitiless clarity, therefore withers in reality also. The outside-left in football, the
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blackshirt,?® the Hitler Youth member, and others of their kind are no more than
what they are called. If, before its rationalization, the word had see free not only
longing but lies, in its rationalized form it has become a straightjacket more for
longing than for lies. The blindness and muteness of the data to which positivism
reduces the world passes over into language itself, which is limited to registering
those data. Thus relationships themselves become impenetrable, taking on an
impact, a power of adhesion and repulsion which makes them resemble their extreme
antithesis, spells. They act once more like the practices of a kind of sorcery, whether
the name of a diva is concocted in the studio on the basis of statistical data, or
welfare government is averted by the use of taboo-laden words such as “bureau-
cracy” and “intellectuals,” or vileness exonerates itself by invoking the name of a
homeland. The name, to which magic most readily attaches, is today undergoing a
chemical change. It is being transformed into arbitrary, manipulable designations,
the power of which, although calculable, is for that reason as willful as that of
archaic names. First names, the archaic residues, have been brought up to date either
by stylizing them into advertising brands — film stars’ surnames have become first
names — or by standardizing them collectively. By contrast, the bourgeois, family
name which, instead of being a trademark, individualized its bearers by relating
them to their own prehistory, sounds old-fashioned. In Americans it arouses a
curious unease. To conceal the uncomfortable distance existing between particular
people they call themselves Bob and Harry, like replaceable members of teams. Such
forms of interaction reduce human beings to the brotherhood of the sporting pub-
lic, which protects them from true fraternity. Signification, the only function of the
word admitted by semantics, is consummated in the sign. Its character as sign is
reinforced by the speed with which linguistic models are put into circulation from
above. Whether folksongs are rightly or wrongly called upper-class culture which has
come down in the world, their elements have at least taken on their popular form in
a long, highly mediated process of experience. The dissemination of popular songs,
by contrast, is practically instantaneous. The American term “fad” for fashions which
catch on epidemically — inflamed by the action of highly concentrated economic
powers — referred to this phenomenon long before totalitarian advertising bosses
had laid down the general lines of culture in their countries. If the German fascists
launch a word like “intolerable” [ Untragbar] over the loudspeakers one day, the
whole nation is saying “intolerable” the next. On the same pattern, the nations
against which the German Blitzkrieg was directed have adopted it in their own
jargon. The universal repetition of the term denoting such measures makes the
measures, too, familiar, just as, at the time of the free market, the brand name on
everyone’s lips increased sales. The blind and rapidly spreading repetition of desig-
nated words links advertising to the totalitarian slogan. The layer of experience
which made words human like those who spoke them has been stripped away and in
its prompt appropriation language takes on the coldness which hitherto was peculiar
to billboards and the advertising sections of newspapers. Countless people use words
and expressions which they either have ceased to understand at all or use only
according to their behavioral functions, just as trademarks adhere all the more
compulsively to their objects the less their linguistic meaning is apprehended. The
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Minister of Public Education speaks ignorantly of “dynamic forces,” and the hit
songs sing endlessly of “reverie” and “rhapsody,” hitching their popularity to the
magic of the incomprehensible as if to some deep intimation of a higher life. Other
stereotypes, such as “memory,” are still partly comprehended, but become detached
from the experience which might fulfill them. They obtrude into the spoken language
like enclaves. On the German radio of Flesch and Hitler they are discernible in the
affected diction of the announcer, who pronounces phrases like “Goodnight, listeners,”
or “This is the Hitler Youth speaking,” or even “the Fiihrer” with an inflection which
passes into the mother tongue of millions. In such turns of phrase the last bond
between sedimented experience and language, which still exerted a reconciling influ-
ence in dialect in the nineteenth century, is severed. By contrast, in the hands of the
editor whose supple opinions have promoted him to the status of Schriftleiter,”
German words become petrified and alien. In any word one can distinguish how far
it has been disfigured by the fascist “folk” community. By now, of course, such lan-
guage has become universal, totalitarian. The violence done to words is no longer
audible in them. The radio announcer does not need to talk in an affected voice;
indeed, he would be impossible if his tone differed from that of his designated
listeners. This means, however, that the language and gestures of listeners and
spectators are more deeply permeated by the patterns of the culture industry than
ever before, in nuances still beyond the reach of experimental methods. Today the
culture industry has taken over the civilizing inheritance of the frontier and entre-
preneurial democracy, whose receptivity to intellectual deviations was never too highly
developed. All are free to dance and amuse themselves, just as, since the historical
neutralization of religion, they have been free to join any of the countless sects. But
freedom to choose an ideology, which always reflects economic coercion, every-
where proves to be freedom to be the same. The way in which the young girl accepts
and performs the obligatory date, the tone of voice used on the telephone and in
the most intimate situations, the choice of words in conversation, indeed, the whole
inner life compartmentalized according to the categories of vulgarized depth psy-
chology, bears witness to the attempt to turn oneself into an apparatus meeting the
requirements of success, an apparatus which, even in its unconscious impulses, con-
forms to the model presented by the culture industry. The most intimate reactions
of human beings have become so entirely reified, even to themselves, that the idea
of anything peculiar to them survives only in extreme abstraction: personality means
hardly more than dazzling white teeth and freedom from body odor and emotions.
That is the triumph of advertising in the culture industry: the compulsive imitation by
consumers of cultural commodities which, at the same time, they recognize as false.

Notes

1 “Soap operas”: alludes to the fact that such programs were originally broadcast at times
when housewives were at home doing their washing.

2 Nietzsche, Unzeitgemiisse Betrachtungen. Werke, Leipzig 1917, Vol. 1, p. 187. [Adorno
and Horkheimer’s note. |
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Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno

“Zanuck”: Film producer, cofounder of 20th Century Pictures.

“Pathé”: French film magnates.

“Hugenberg”: Founders of German publishing combines.

A. de Tocqueville, De la Démocratiec en Amérigque, Paris 1864, Vol. 11, p. 151. [Adorno
and Horkheimer’s note. |

“Hays Office”: Voluntary censorship agency, set up in 1934 in Hollywood.

“Casino de Paris”: Music hall in Paris, famous for its luxurious furnishings.
“Lombardo”: Orchestra leader especially known for his annual musical broadcasts on
New Year’s Eve.

“novelty songs”: Hit songs with comic elements.

“...overwhelming”: The idea expressed here dates from a time when television was not
in widespread use.

“rves...gandium”: Seneca, Letter 23; letters to Lucilius (Letters from a Stoic, trans.
Robin Campbell, Harmondsworth 1969).

“funnies”: Amusement pages in newspapers with jokes and comic strips.

“Ludwig”: Primarily a writer of popular biographies.

“Mrs. Miniver”: Leading role in a radio family serial; also filmed.

“Lone Ranger”: Title figure in a radio western serial, the type of the lone cowboy
fighting for the good; also filmed.

Frank Wedekind, Gesammelte Werke, Munich 1921, Vol. IX, p. 426. [Adorno and
Horkheimer’s note. |

“Adler”: Neo-Thomist popular philosopher who defended film with arguments from
scholastic philosophy (It. tr.) — Cf. Horkheimer, “Neue Kunst und Massenkultur,” in
Gesammelte Schriften, Vol. 4.

“proof”: A play on the various philosophical-theological (ontological, cosmological,
etc.) proofs of the existence of God.

Hans SonnenstofSers Hollenfahrt. Ein heiteres Traumspiel. Radio play by Paul Apel (1931),
revised version by Gustaf Griindgens (1937).

“Life with Father”: Popular American radio family serial after a stage play by Clarence
Day.

“Dagwood”: Character in the comic strip Blondie.

“winter aid”: Winterhilfswerk: National Socialist organization to support the unem-
ployed and other needy persons under the direction of the Ministry of Propaganda.
Nietzsche, Gotzendidmmerung, Werke, op. cit., Vol. VIII, p. 136. [Adorno and
Horkheimer’s note. |

“invented by the sociology of religion”: Allusion to Max Weber’s concept of charismatic
authority: cf. Economy and Society, Vol. 1, ed. Guenther Roth and Claus Wittich, Berkeley
1978, pp. 241ff.

“screenos”: Bingo games played by the audience between pictures.

“radio”: Television was still in its infancy when the authors were writing (It. tr.).

“the Warner brothers”: Owners of large film studios.

“blackshirt”: A term for fascists, after the black shirts of their uniforms, especially in Italy
but also in other countries.

“Schriftleiter”: The term Schriftleiter [lit. director of writing] was preferred by the
National Socialists to the “foreign” word Redaktenr.
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The Public Sphere:
An Encyclopedia Article

Jiirgen Habermas

The Concept. By “the public sphere” we mean first of all a realm of our social life in
which something approaching public opinion can be formed. Access is guaranteed
to all citizens. A portion of the public sphere comes into being in every conversation
in which private individuals assemble to form a public body.! They then behave
neither like business or professional people transacting private affairs, nor like mem-
bers of a constitutional order subject to the legal constraints of a state bureaucracy.
Citizens behave as a public body when they confer in an unrestricted fashion — that
is, with the guarantee of freedom of assembly and association and the freedom to
express and publish their opinions — about matters of general interest. In a large
public body, this kind of communication requires specific means for transmitting
information and influencing those who receive it. Today, newspapers and magazines,
radio and television are the media of the public sphere. We speak of the political
public sphere in contrast, for instance, to the literary one, when public discussion
deals with objects connected to the activity of the state. Although state authority is,
so to speak, the executor of the political public sphere, it is not a part of it.> To be
sure, state authority is usually considered “public” authority, but it derives its task of
caring for the well-being of all citizens primarily from this aspect of the public
sphere. Only when the exercise of political control is effectively subordinated to
the democratic demand that information be accessible to the public, does the polit-
ical public sphere win an institutionalized influence over the government through
the instrument of law-making bodies. The expression public opinion refers to the
tasks of criticism and control which a public body of citizens informally — and, in
periodic elections, formally as well — practices vis-a-vis the ruling structure organized
in the form of a state. Regulations demanding that certain proceedings be public
[ Publizititsvorschriften] — for example, those providing for open court hearings — are
also related to this function of public opinion. The public sphere as a sphere which

From Jirgen Habermas, “The public sphere: An encyclopedia article.” In Stephen Eric Bronner
and Douglas M. Kellner (eds.), Critical Theory and Society: A Reader, pp. 136—42. Translated by
Sara Lennox and Frank Lennox. New York and London: Routledge, 1989.
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mediates between society and state, in which the public organizes itself as the bearer
of public opinion, accords with the principle of the public sphere® — that principle
of public information which once had to be fought for against the arcane policies of
monarchies and which since that time has made possible the democratic control of
state activities.

It is no coincidence that these concepts of the public sphere and public opinion
arose for the first time only in the eighteenth century. They acquire their specific
meaning from a concrete historical situation. It was at that time that the distinction
of “opinion” from “opinion publique” and “public opinion” came about. Though
mere opinions (cultural assumptions, normative attitudes, collective prejudices and
values) seem to persist unchanged in their natural form as a kind of sediment of
history, public opinion can by definition come into existence only when a reasoning
public is presupposed. Public discussions about the exercise of political power which
are both critical in intent and institutionally guaranteed have not always existed —
they grew out of a specific phase of bourgeois society and could enter into the order
of the bourgeois constitutional state only as a result of a particular constellation of
interests.

History. There is no indication that European society of the high Middle Ages
possessed a public sphere as a unique realm distinct from the private sphere. Never-
theless, it was not coincidental that during that period symbols of sovereignty, for
instance, the princely seal, were deemed “public.” At that time there existed a public
representation of power. The status of the feudal lord, at whatever level of the feudal
pyramid, made it unnecessary to employ the categories “public” and “private.” The
holder of the position represented it publicly; he showed himself, presented himself
as the embodiment of an ever-present “higher” power. The concept of this representa-
tion has been maintained up to the most recent constitutional history. Regardless of
the degree to which it has loosened itself from the old base, the authority of political
power today still demands a representation at the highest level by a head of state.
Such elements, however, derive from a prebourgeois social structure. Representation
in the sense of a bourgeois public sphere,* for instance, the representation of the
nation or of particular mandates, has nothing to do with the medieval representative
public sphere — a public sphere directly linked to the concrete existence of a ruler. As
long as the prince and the estates of the realm still “are” the land, instead of merely
functioning as deputies for it, they are able to “represent”; they represent their
power “before” the people, instead of for the people.

The feudal authorities (Church, princes, and nobility), to which the representative
public sphere was first linked, disintegrated during a long process of polarization.
By the end of the eighteenth century they had broken apart into private elements
on the one hand, and into public elements on the other. The position of the Church
changed with the Reformation: the link to divine authority which the Church
represented, that is, religion, became a private matter. So-called religious freedom
came to insure what was historically the first area of private autonomy. The Church
itself continued its existence as one public and legal body among others. The corres-
ponding polarization within princely authority was visibly manifested in the separation
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of the public budget from the private household expenses of a ruler. The institutions
of public authority, along with the bureaucracy and the military, and in part also
with the legal institutions, asserted their independence from the privatized sphere of
the princely court. Finally, the feudal estates were transformed as well: the nobility
became the organs of public authority, parliament, and the legal institutions; while
those occupied in trades and professions, insofar as they had already established
urban corporations and territorial organizations, developed into a sphere of bour-
geois society which would stand apart from the state as a genuine area of private
autonomy.

The representative public sphere yielded to that new sphere of “public authority”
which came into being with national and territorial states. Continuous state activity
(permanent administration, standing army) now corresponded to the permanence of
the relationships which with the stock exchange and the press had developed within
the exchange of commodities and information. Public authority consolidated into a
concrete opposition for those who were merely subject to it and who at first found
only a negative definition of themselves within it. These were the “private individuals”
who were excluded from public authority because they held no office. “Public” no
longer referred to the “representative” court of a prince endowed with authority, but
rather to an institution regulated according to competence, to an apparatus endowed
with a monopoly on the legal exertion of authority. Private individuals subsumed in
the state at whom public authority was directed now made up the public body.

Society, now a private realm occupying a position in opposition to the state, stood
on the one hand as if in clear contrast to the state. On the other hand, that society
had become a concern of public interest to the degree that the production of life in
the wake of the developing market economy had grown beyond the bounds of
private domestic authority. The bourgeois public sphere could be understood as the
sphere of private individuals assembled into a public body, which almost immedi-
ately laid claim to the officially regulated “intellectual newspapers” for use against
the public authority itself. In those newspapers, and in moralistic and critical jour-
nals, they debated that public authority on the general rules of social intercourse in
their fundamentally privatized yet publicly relevant sphere of labor and commodity
exchange.

The Liberal Model of the Public Sphere. The medium of this debate — public discussion
— was unique and without historical precedent. Hitherto the estates had negotiated
agreements with their princes, settling their claims to power from case to case. This
development took a different course in England, where the parliament limited royal
power, than it did on the Continent, where the monarchies mediatized the estates.
The Third Estate then broke with this form of power arrangement, since it could
no longer establish itself as a ruling group. A division of power by means of the
delineation of the rights of the nobility was no longer possible within an exchange
economy — private authority over capitalist property is, after all, unpolitical. Bourgeois
individuals are private individuals. As such, they do not “rule.” Their claims to power
vis-a-vis public authority were thus directed not against the concentration of power,
which was to be “shared.” Instead, their ideas infiltrated the very principle on which
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the existing power is based. To the principle of existing power, the bourgeois public
opposed the principle of supervision — that very principle which demands that pro-
ceedings be made public [ Publizitit]. The principle of supervision is thus a means of
transforming the nature of power, not merely one basis of legitimation exchanged
for another.

In the first modern constitutions, the catalogues of fundamental rights were a
perfect image of the liberal model of the public sphere: they guaranteed the society as
a sphere of private autonomy and the restriction of public authority to a few func-
tions. Between these two spheres, the constitutions further insured the existence of
a realm of private individuals assembled into a public body who as citizens transmit
the needs of bourgeois society to the state, in order, ideally, to transform political
into “rational” authority within the medium of this public sphere. The general interest,
which was the measure of such rationality, was then guaranteed, according to the
presuppositions of a society of free commodity exchange, when the activities of
private individuals in the marketplace were freed from social compulsion and from
political pressure in the public sphere.

At the same time, daily political newspapers assumed an important role. In the
second half of the eighteenth century, literary journalism created serious competition
for the earlier news sheets, which were mere compilations of notices. Karl Biicher
characterized this great development as follows: “Newspapers changed from mere
institutions for the publication of news into bearers and leaders of public opinion —
weapons of party politics. This transformed the newspaper business. A new element
emerged between the gathering and publication of news: the editorial staff. But for
the newspaper publisher it meant that he changed from a vendor of recent news to
a dealer in public opinion.” The publishers insured the newspapers a commercial
basis, yet without commercializing them as such. The press remained an institution
of the public itself, effective in the manner of a mediator and intensifier of public dis-
cussion, no longer a mere organ for the spreading of news but not yet the medium
of a consumer culture.

This type of journalism can be observed above all during periods of revolution,
when newspapers of the smallest political groups and organizations spring up — for
instance, in Paris in 1789. Even in the Paris of 1848 every half-way eminent politician
organized his club, every other his journal: 450 clubs and over 200 journals were
established there between February and May alone. Until the permanent legaliza-
tion of a politically functional public sphere, the appearance of a political newspaper
meant joining the struggle for freedom and public opinion, and thus for the public
sphere as a principle. Only with the establishment of the bourgeois constitutional
state was the intellectual press relieved of the pressure of its convictions. Since then
it has been able to abandon its polemical position and take advantage of the earning
possibilities of a commercial undertaking. In England, France, and the United States,
the transformation from a journalism of conviction to one of commerce began in the
1830s at approximately the same time. In the transition from the literary journalism
of private individuals to the public services of the mass media, the public sphere was
transformed by the influx of private interests, which received special prominence in
the mass media.
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The Public Spherve in the Social Welfare State Mass Democracy. Although the liberal
model of the public sphere is still instructive today with respect to the normative
claim that information be accessible to the public,” it cannot be applied to the actual
conditions of an industrially advanced mass democracy organized in the form of
the social welfare state. In part, the liberal model had always included ideological
components, but it is also in part true that the social preconditions, to which the
ideological elements could at one time at least be linked, had been fundamentally
transformed. The very forms in which the public sphere manifested itself, to which
supporters of the liberal model could appeal for evidence, began to change with the
Chartist movement in England and the February revolution in France. Because of
the diffusion of press and propaganda, the public body expanded beyond the bounds
of the bourgeoisie. The public body lost not only its social exclusivity; it lost in
addition the coherence created by bourgeois social institutions and a relatively high
standard of education. Conlflicts hitherto restricted to the private sphere now intrude
into the public sphere. Group needs which can expect no satisfaction from a self-
regulating market now tend toward a regulation by the state. The public sphere,
which must now mediate these demands, becomes a field for the competition of
interests, competitions which assume the form of violent conflict. Laws which obvi-
ously have come about under the “pressure of the street” can scarcely still be
understood as arising from the consensus of private individuals engaged in public
discussion. They correspond in a more or less unconcealed manner to the compro-
mise of conflicting private interests. Social organizations which deal with the state
act in the political public sphere, whether through the agency of political parties or
directly in connection with the public administration. With the interweaving of the
public and private realms, not only do the political authorities assume certain func-
tions in the sphere of commodity exchange and social labor, but, conversely, social
powers now assume political functions. This leads to a kind of “refeudalization” of
the public sphere. Large organizations strive for political compromises with the state
and with one another, excluding the public sphere whenever possible. But at the
same time the large organizations must assure themselves of at least plebiscitary
support from the mass of the population through an apparent display of openness
[demonstrative Publizitit].’

The political public sphere of the social welfare state is characterized by a peculiar
weakening of its critical functions. At one time the process of making proceedings
public [ Publizitit] was intended to subject persons or affairs to public reason, and
to make political decisions subject to appeal before the court of public opinion. But
often enough today the process of making public simply serves the arcane policies of
special interests; in the form of “publicity” it wins public prestige for people or
affairs, thus making them worthy of acclamation in a climate of nonpublic opinion.
The very words “public relations work” [ Offentlichkeitsarbeit] betray the fact that a
public sphere must first be arduously constructed case by case, a public sphere which
carlier grew out of the social structure. Even the central relationship of the public,
the parties, and the parliament is affected by this change in function.

Yet this trend towards the weakening of the public sphere as a principle is opposed
by the extension of fundamental rights in the social welfare state. The demand that
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information be accessible to the public is extended from organs of the state to all
organizations dealing with the state. To the degree that this is realized, a public body
of organized private individuals would take the place of the now-defunct public
body of private individuals who relate individually to each other. Only these organ-
ized individuals could participate effectively in the process of public communication;
only they could use the channels of the public sphere which exist within parties and
associations and the process of making proceedings public [ Publizitidt] which was
established to facilitate the dealings of organizations with the state. Political com-
promises would have to be legitimized through this process of public communica-
tion. The idea of the public sphere, preserved in the social welfare state mass
democracy, an idea which calls for a rationalization of power through the medium of
public discussion among private individuals, threatens to disintegrate with the struc-
tural transformation of the public sphere itself. It could only be realized today, on
an altered basis, as a rational reorganization of social and political power under
the mutual control of rival organizations committed to the public sphere in their
internal structure as well as in their relations with the state and each other.

Notes

1 Habermas’s concept of the public sphere is not to be equated with that of “the public,”
i.e., of the individuals who assemble. His concept is directed instead at the institution,
which to be sure only assumes concrete form through the participation of people. It
cannot, however, be characterized simply as a crowd. (This and the following notes by
Peter Hohendahl.)

2 The state and the public sphere do not overlap, as one might suppose from casual
language use. Rather, they confront one another as opponents. Habermas designates that
sphere as public which antiquity understood to be private, i.e., the sphere of nongovern-
mental opinion making.

3 The principle of the public sphere could still be distinguished from an institution which is
demonstrable in social history. Habermas thus would mean a model of norms and modes
of behavior by means of which the very functioning of public opinion can be guaranteed
for the first time. These norms and modes of behavior include: a) general accessibility, b)
climination of all privileges, and ¢) discovery of general norms and rational legitimations.

4 The expression represent is used in a very specific sense in the following section, namely, to
“present oneself.” The important thing to understand is that the medieval public sphere,
if it even deserves this designation, is tied to the personal. The feudal lord and estates
create the public sphere by means of their very presence.

5 Here it should be understood that Habermas considers the principle behind the bourgeois
public sphere, but not its historical form, as indispensable.

6 One must distinguish between Habermas’s concept of “making proceedings public”
[ Publizitit] and the “public sphere” [ Offentlichkeit]. The term Publizitit describes the
degree of public effect generated by a public act. Thus, a situation can arise in which the
form of public opinion making is maintained, while the substance of the public sphere has
long ago been undermined.
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ldeology and Ideological State
Apparatuses (Notes Towards
an Investigation)

Louis Althusser

The State Ideological Apparatuses

In order to advance the theory of the State it is indispensable to take into account
not only the distinction between State power and State apparatus, but also another
reality which is clearly on the side of the (repressive) State apparatus, but must
not be confused with it. I shall call this reality by its concept: the ideological State
apparatuses.

What are the ideological State apparatuses (ISAs)?

They must not be confused with the (repressive) State apparatus. Remember that
in Marxist theory, the State Apparatus (SA) contains: the Government, the Admin-
istration, the Army, the Police, the Courts, the Prisons, etc., which constitute what
I shall in future call the Repressive State Apparatus. Repressive suggests that the
State Apparatus in question “functions by violence” — at least ultimately (since
repression, e.g. administrative repression, may take non-physical forms).

I shall call Ideological State Apparatuses a certain number of realities which present
themselves to the immediate observer in the form of distinct and specialized institu-
tions. I propose an empirical list of these which will obviously have to be examined
in detail, tested, corrected and reorganized. With all the reservations implied by this
requirement, we can for the moment regard the following institutions as Ideolo-
gical State Apparatuses (the order in which I have listed them has no particular
significance):

From Louis Althusser, “Ideology and ideological state apparatuses (Notes towards an investiga-
tion).” In Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays, pp. 142—7, 166-76. Translated by Ben Brewster.
New York and London: Monthly Review Press, 1971. © 1971 by Monthly Review Press. Reprinted
by permission of Monthly Review Press.
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— the religious ISA (the system of the different Churches),

— the educational ISA (the system of the different public and private “Schools”),

— the family ISA,’!

— the legal ISA?

— the political ISA (the political system, including the different Parties),

— the trade-union ISA,

— the communications ISA (press, radio and television, etc.),

— the cultural ISA (Literature, the Arts, sports, etc.).

I have said that the ISAs must not be confused with the (Repressive) State
Apparatus. What constitutes the difference?

As a first moment, it is clear that while there is one (Repressive) State Apparatus,
there is a plurality of Ideological State Apparatuses. Even presupposing that it exists,
the unity that constitutes this plurality of ISAs as a body is not immediately visible.

As a second moment, it is clear that whereas the — unified — (Repressive) State
Apparatus belongs entirely to the public domain, much the larger part of the Ideo-
logical State Apparatuses (in their apparent dispersion) are part, on the contrary, of
the private domain. Churches, Parties, Trade Unions, families, some schools, most
newspapers, cultural ventures, etc., etc., are private.

We can ignore the first observation for the moment. But someone is bound to
question the second, asking me by what right I regard as Ideological State Appara-
tuses, institutions which for the most part do not possess public status, but are quite
simply private institutions. As a conscious Marxist, Gramsci already forestalled this
objection in one sentence. The distinction between the public and the private is a
distinction internal to bourgeois law, and valid in the (subordinate) domains in
which bourgeois law exercises its “authority”. The domain of the State escapes it
because the latter is “above the law”: the State, which is the State of the ruling class,
is neither public nor private; on the contrary, it is the precondition for any distinc-
tion between public and private. The same thing can be said from the starting-point
of our State Ideological Apparatuses. It is unimportant whether the institutions in
which they are realized are “public” or “private”. What matters is how they function.
Private institutions can perfectly well “function” as Ideological State Apparatuses. A
reasonably thorough analysis of any one of the ISAs proves it.

But now for what is essential. What distinguishes the ISAs from the (Repressive)
State Apparatus is the following basic difference: the Repressive State Apparatus
functions “by violence”, whereas the Ideological State Apparatuses function “by
ideology”.

I can clarify matters by correcting this distinction. I shall say rather that every
State Apparatus, whether Repressive or Ideological, “functions” both by violence and
by ideology, but with one very important distinction which makes it imperative not
to confuse the Ideological State Apparatuses with the (Repressive) State Apparatus.

This is the fact that the (Repressive) State Apparatus functions massively and pre-
dominantly &y repression (including physical repression), while functioning secondarily
by ideology. (There is no such thing as a purely repressive apparatus.) For example,
the Army and the Police also function by ideology both to ensure their own cohesion
and reproduction, and in the “values” they propound externally.
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In the same way, but inversely, it is essential to say that for their part the Ideolo-
gical State Apparatuses function massively and predominantly &y ideolggy, but they
also function secondarily by repression, even if ultimately, but only ultimately, this is
very attenuated and concealed, even symbolic. (There is no such thing as a purely
ideological apparatus.) Thus Schools and Churches use suitable methods of punish-
ment, expulsion, selection, etc., to “discipline” not only their shepherds, but also
their flocks. The same is true of the Family. . .. The same is true of the cultural IS
Apparatus (censorship, among other things), etc.

Is it necessary to add that this determination of the double “functioning” (pre-
dominantly, secondarily) by repression and by ideology, according to whether it is a
matter of the (Repressive) State Apparatus or the Ideological State Apparatuses,
makes it clear that very subtle explicit or tacit combinations may be woven from the
interplay of the (Repressive) State Apparatus and the Ideological State Apparatuses?
Everyday life provides us with innumerable examples of this, but they must be
studied in detail if we are to go further than this mere observation.

Nevertheless, this remark leads us towards an understanding of what constitutes
the unity of the apparently disparate body of the ISAs. If the ISAs “function”
massively and predominantly by ideology, what unifies their diversity is precisely this
functioning, insofar as the ideology by which they function is always in fact unified,
despite its diversity and its contradictions, beneath the ruling ideology, which is the
ideology of “the ruling class”. Given the fact that the “ruling class” in principle holds
State power (openly or more often by means of alliances between classes or class
fractions), and therefore has at its disposal the (Repressive) State Apparatus, we can
accept the fact that this same ruling class is active in the Ideological State Appara-
tuses insofar as it is ultimately the ruling ideology which is realized in the Ideological
State Apparatuses, precisely in its contradictions. Of course, it is a quite difterent thing
to act by laws and decrees in the (Repressive) State Apparatus and to “act” through
the intermediary of the ruling ideology in the Ideological State Apparatuses. We
must go into the details of this difference — but it cannot mask the reality of a
profound identity. To my knowledge, no class can hold State power over a long period
without at the same time exercising its hegemony over and in the State Ideological
Apparatuses. 1 only need one example and proof of this: Lenin’s anguished concern
to revolutionize the educational Ideological State Apparatus (among others), simply
to make it possible for the Soviet proletariat, who had seized State power, to secure
the future of the dictatorship of the proletariat and the transition to socialism.?

This last comment puts us in a position to understand that the Ideological State
Apparatuses may be not only the stake, but also the site of class struggle, and often
of bitter forms of class struggle. The class (or class alliance) in power cannot lay
down the law in the ISAs as easily as it can in the (repressive) State apparatus, not
only because the former ruling classes are able to retain strong positions there for a
long time, but also because the resistance of the exploited classes is able to find
means and occasions to express itself there, cither by the utilization of their contra-
dictions, or by conquering combat positions in them in struggle.* [ ... ]

While discussing the ideological State apparatuses and their practices, I said that
each of them was the realization of an ideology (the unity of these different regional
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ideologies — religious, ethical, legal, political, aesthetic, etc. — being assured by their
subjection to the ruling ideology). I now return to this thesis: an ideology always
exists in an apparatus, and its practice, or practices. This existence is material.

Of course, the material existence of the ideology in an apparatus and its practices
does not have the same modality as the material existence of a paving-stone or a
rifle. But, at the risk of being taken for a Neo-Aristotelian (NB Marx had a very high
regard for Aristotle), I shall say that “matter is discussed in many senses”, or rather
that it exists in different modalities, all rooted in the last instance in “physical”
matter.

Having said this, let me move straight on and see what happens to the “individuals”
who live in ideology, i.e. in a determinate (religious, ethical, etc.) representation of
the world whose imaginary distortion depends on their imaginary relation to their
conditions of existence, in other words, in the last instance, to the relations of
production and to class relations (ideology = an imaginary relation to real relations).
I shall say that this imaginary relation is itself endowed with a material existence.

Now I observe the following.

An individual believes in God, or Duty, or Justice, etc. This belief derives (for
everyone, i.c. for all those who live in an ideological representation of ideology,
which reduces ideology to ideas endowed by definition with a spiritual existence)
from the ideas of the individual concerned, i.e. from him as a subject with a con-
sciousness which contains the ideas of his belief. In this way, i.e. by means of
the absolutely ideological “conceptual” device (dispositif) thus set up (a subject
endowed with a consciousness in which he freely forms or freely recognizes ideas in
which he believes), the (material) attitude of the subject concerned naturally follows.

The individual in question behaves in such and such a way, adopts such and such
a practical attitude, and, what is more, participates in certain regular practices which
are those of the ideological apparatus on which “depend” the ideas which he has in
all consciousness freely chosen as a subject. If he believes in God, he goes to Church
to attend Mass, kneels, prays, confesses, does penance (once it was material in the
ordinary sense of the term) and naturally repents and so on. If he believes in Duty,
he will have the corresponding attitudes, inscribed in ritual practices “according to
the correct principles”. If he believes in Justice, he will submit unconditionally to
the rules of the Law, and may even protest when they are violated, sign petitions,
take part in a demonstration, etc.

Throughout this schema we observe that the ideological representation of ideo-
logy is itself forced to recognize that every “subject” endowed with a “consciousness”
and believing in the “ideas” that his “consciousness” inspires in him and freely
accepts, must “act according to his ideas”, must therefore inscribe his own ideas as
a free subject in the actions of his material practice. If he does not do so, “that is
wicked”.

Indeed, if he does not do what he ought to do as a function of what he believes,
it is because he does something else, which, still as a function of the same idealist
scheme, implies that he has other ideas in his head as well as those he proclaims, and
that he acts according to these other ideas, as a man who is either “inconsistent”
(“no one is willingly evil”) or cynical, or perverse.
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In every case, the ideology of ideology thus recognizes, despite its imaginary
distortion, that the “ideas” of a human subject exist in his actions, or ought to exist
in his actions, and if that is not the case, it lends him other ideas corresponding to
the actions (however perverse) that he does perform. This ideology talks of actions:
I shall talk of actions inserted into practices. And 1 shall point out that these prac-
tices are governed by the 7ituals in which these practices are inscribed, within the
material existence of an ideological apparatus, be it only a small part of that appar-
atus: a small mass in a small church, a funeral, a minor match at a sports’ club, a
school day, a political party meeting, etc.

Besides, we are indebted to Pascal’s defensive “dialectic” for the wonderful formula
which will enable us to invert the order of the notional schema of ideology. Pascal
says more or less: “Kneel down, move your lips in prayer, and you will believe.” He
thus scandalously inverts the order of things, bringing, like Christ, not peace but
strife, and in addition something hardly Christian (for woe to him who brings
scandal into the world!) — scandal itself. A fortunate scandal which makes him stick
with Jansenist defiance to a language that directly names the reality.

I will be allowed to leave Pascal to the arguments of his ideological struggle with
the religious ideological State apparatus of his day. And I shall be expected to use a
more directly Marxist vocabulary, if that is possible, for we are advancing in still
poorly explored domains.

I shall therefore say that, where only a single subject (such and such an individual)
is concerned, the existence of the ideas of his belief is material in that bis ideas are his
matevial actions inserted into matevial practices governed by material vituals which are
themselves defined by the matervial ideological apparatus from which derive the ideas of
that subject. Naturally, the four inscriptions of the adjective “material” in my proposi-
tion must be affected by different modalities: the materialities of a displacement for
going to mass, of kneeling down, of the gesture of the sign of the cross, or of the
men culpa, of a sentence of a prayer, of an act of contrition, of a penitence, of a
gaze, of a hand-shake, of an external verbal discourse or an “internal” verbal discourse
(consciousness), are not one and the same materiality. I shall leave on one side the
problem of a theory of the differences between the modalities of materiality.

It remains that in this inverted presentation of things, we are not dealing with
an “inversion” at all, since it is clear that certain notions have purely and simply
disappeared from our presentation, whereas others on the contrary survive, and new
terms appear.

Disappeared: the term ideas.

Survive: the terms subject, consciousness, belief, actions.

Appear: the terms practices, rituals, ideological apparatus.

It is therefore not an inversion or overturning (except in the sense in which
one might say a government or a glass is overturned), but a reshuffle (of a non-
ministerial type), a rather strange reshuffle, since we obtain the following result.

Ideas have disappeared as such (insofar as they are endowed with an ideal or
spiritual existence), to the precise extent that it has emerged that their existence is
inscribed in the actions of practices governed by rituals defined in the last instance
by an ideological apparatus. It therefore appears that the subject acts insofar as he is
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acted by the following system (set out in the order of its real determination):
ideology existing in a material ideological apparatus, prescribing material practices
governed by a material ritual, which practices exist in the material actions of a
subject acting in all consciousness according to his belief.

But this very presentation reveals that we have retained the following notions:
subject, consciousness, belief, actions. From this series I shall immediately extract
the decisive central term on which everything else depends: the notion of the subject.

And I shall immediately set down two conjoint theses:

1. there is no practice except by and in an ideology;

2. there is no ideology except by the subject and for subjects.

I can now come to my central thesis.

Ideology Interpellates Individuals as Subjects

This thesis is simply a matter of making my last proposition explicit: there is no
ideology except by the subject and for subjects. Meaning, there is no ideology
except for concrete subjects, and this destination for ideology is only made possible
by the subject: meaning, by the category of the subject and its functioning.

By this I mean that, even if it only appears under this name (the subject) with the
rise of bourgeois ideology, above all with the rise of legal ideology,’ the category of
the subject (which may function under other names: e.g., as the soul in Plato, as
God, etc.) is the constitutive category of all ideology, whatever its determination
(regional or class) and whatever its historical date — since ideology has no history.

I say: the category of the subject is constitutive of all ideology, but at the same
time and immediately 1 add that the category of the subject is only constitutive of wll
ideology insofar as all ideology has the function (which defines it) of “constituting”
concrete individuals as subjects. In the interaction of this double constitution exists
the functioning of all ideology, ideology being nothing but its functioning in the
material forms of existence of that functioning.

In order to grasp what follows, it is essential to realize that both he who is writing
these lines and the reader who reads them are themselves subjects, and therefore
ideological subjects (a tautological proposition), i.e. that the author and the reader
of these lines both live “spontaneously” or “naturally” in ideology in the sense in
which I have said that “man is an ideological animal by nature”.

That the author, insofar as he writes the lines of a discourse which claims to be
scientific, is completely absent as a “subject” from “his” scientific discourse (for all
scientific discourse is by definition a subject-less discourse, there is no “Subject of
science” except in an ideology of science) is a different question which I shall leave
on one side for the moment.

As St Paul admirably put it, it is in the “Logos”, meaning in ideology, that we
“live, move and have our being”. It follows that, for you and for me, the category of
the subject is a primary “obviousness” (obviousnesses are always primary): it is clear
that you and I are subjects (free, ethical, etc. . .. ). Like all obviousnesses, including
those that make a word “name a thing” or “have a meaning” (therefore including
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the obviousness of the “transparency” of language), the “obviousness” that you
and I are subjects — and that that does not cause any problems — is an ideological
effect, the elementary ideological effect.® It is indeed a peculiarity of ideology that it
imposes (without appearing to do so, since these are “obviousnesses”) obviousnesses
as obviousnesses, which we cannot fail to recognize and before which we have the
inevitable and natural reaction of crying out (aloud or in the “still, small voice of
conscience”): “That’s obvious! That’s right! That’s true!”

At work in this reaction is the ideological recognition function which is one of the
two functions of ideology as such (its inverse being the function of misrecognition —
méconnaissance).

To take a highly “concrete” example, we all have friends who, when they knock
on our door and we ask, through the door, the question “Who’s there?”, answer
(since “it’s obvious”) “It’s me”. And we recognize that “it is him”, or “her”. We
open the door, and “it’s true, it really was she who was there”. To take another
example, when we recognize somebody of our (previous) acquaintance ((7¢)-
connaissance) in the street, we show him that we have recognized him (and have
recognized that he has recognized us) by saying to him “Hello, my friend”, and
shaking his hand (a material ritual practice of ideological recognition in everyday life
— in France, at least; elsewhere, there are other rituals).

In this preliminary remark and these concrete illustrations, I only wish to point
out that you and I are always already subjects, and as such constantly practice the
rituals of ideological recognition, which guarantee for us that we are indeed con-
crete, individual, distinguishable and (naturally) irreplaceable subjects. The writing I
am currently executing and the reading you are currently” performing are also in this
respect rituals of ideological recognition, including the “obviousness” with which
the “truth” or “error” of my reflections may impose itself on you.

But to recognize that we are subjects and that we function in the practical rituals
of the most elementary everyday life (the hand-shake, the fact of calling you by your
name, the fact of knowing, even if I do not know what it is, that you “have” a name
of your own, which means that you are recognized as a unique subject, etc.) — this
recognition only gives us the “consciousness” of our incessant (eternal) practice of
ideological recognition — its consciousness, i.e. its 7ecognition — but in no sense does
it give us the (scientific) knowledge of the mechanism of this recognition. Now it is
this knowledge that we have to reach, if you will, while speaking in ideology, and
from within ideology we have to outline a discourse which tries to break with
ideology, in order to dare to be the beginning of a scientific (i.e. subject-less)
discourse on ideology.

Thus in order to represent why the category of the “subject” is constitutive of
ideology, which only exists by constituting concrete subjects as subjects, I shall
employ a special mode of exposition: “concrete” enough to be recognized, but
abstract enough to be thinkable and thought, giving rise to a knowledge.

As a first formulation I shall say: a/l ideology hails or interpellates concrete individuals
as concrete subjects, by the functioning of the category of the subject.

This is a proposition which entails that we distinguish for the moment between
concrete individuals on the one hand and concrete subjects on the other, although
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at this level concrete subjects only exist insofar as they are supported by a concrete
individual.

I shall then suggest that ideology “acts” or “functions” in such a way that it
“recruits” subjects among the individuals (it recruits them all), or “transforms” the
individuals into subjects (it transforms them all) by that very precise operation which
1 have called znterpellation or hailing, and which can be imagined along the lines of
the most commonplace everyday police (or other) hailing: “Hey, you there!”®

Assuming that the theoretical scene I have imagined takes place in the street, the
hailed individual will turn round. By this mere one-hundred-and-eighty-degree physical
conversion, he becomes a subject. Why? Because he has recognized that the hail was
“really” addressed to him, and that “it was really him who was hailed” (and not
someone else). Experience shows that the practical telecommunication of hailings is
such that they hardly ever miss their man: verbal call or whistle, the one hailed
always recognizes that it is really him who is being hailed. And yet it is a strange
phenomenon, and one which cannot be explained solely by “guilt feelings”, despite
the large numbers who “have something on their consciences”.

Naturally for the convenience and clarity of my little theoretical theatre I have had
to present things in the form of a sequence, with a before and an after, and thus in
the form of a temporal succession. There are individuals walking along. Somewhere
(usually behind them) the hail rings out: “Hey, you there!” One individual (nine
times out of ten it is the right one) turns round, believing/suspecting,/knowing that
it is for him, i.e. recognizing that “it really is he” who is meant by the hailing. But
in reality these things happen without any succession. The existence of ideology and
the hailing or interpellation of individuals as subjects are one and the same thing.

I might add: what thus seems to take place outside ideology (to be precise, in the
street), in reality takes place in ideology. What really takes place in ideology seems
therefore to take place outside it. That is why those who are in ideology believe
themselves by definition outside ideology: one of the effects of ideology is the
practical denegation of the ideological character of ideology by ideology: ideology
never says, “I am ideological”. It is necessary to be outside ideology, i.e. in scientific
knowledge, to be able to say: I am in ideology (a quite exceptional case) or (the
general case): I was in ideology. As is well known, the accusation of being in
ideology only applies to others, never to oneself (unless one is really a Spinozist or
a Marxist, which, in this matter, is to be exactly the same thing). Which amounts to
saying that ideology has no outside (for itself), but at the same time that it is nothing
but outside (for science and reality).

Spinoza explained this completely two centuries before Marx, who practised it but
without explaining it in detail. But let us leave this point, although it is heavy with
consequences, consequences which are not just theoretical, but also directly polit-
ical, since, for example, the whole theory of criticism and self-criticism, the golden
rule of the Marxist-Leninist practice of the class struggle, depends on it.

Thus ideology hails or interpellates individuals as subjects. As ideology is eternal,
I must now suppress the temporal form in which I have presented the functioning of
ideology, and say: ideology has always-already interpellated individuals as subjects,
which amounts to making it clear that individuals are always-already interpellated by
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ideology as subjects, which necessarily leads us to one last proposition: individuals
are always-already subjects. Hence individuals are “abstract” with respect to the
subjects which they always-already are.

Notes

1 The family obviously has other “functions” than that of an ISA. It intervenes in the
reproduction of labour power. In different modes of production it is the unit of produc-
tion and/or the unit of consumption.

2 The “Law” belongs both to the (Repressive) State Apparatus and to the system of the
ISAs.

3 In a pathetic text written in 1937, Krupskaya relates the history of Lenin’s desperate
efforts and what she regards as his failure.

4 What I have said in these few brief words about the class struggle in the ISAs is obviously
far from exhausting the question of the class struggle.

To approach this question, two principles must be borne in mind:

The first principle was formulated by Marx in the Preface to A Contribution to the
Critique of Political Economy: “In considering such transformations [a social revolution] a
distinction should always be made between the material transformation of the economic
conditions of production, which can be determined with the precision of natural science,
and the legal, political, religious, aesthetic or philosophic — in short, ideological forms in
which men become conscious of this conflict and fight it out.” The class struggle is thus
expressed and exercised in ideological forms, thus also in the ideological forms of the
ISAs. But the class struggle extends far beyond these forms, and it is because it extends
beyond them that the struggle of the exploited classes may also be exercised in the forms
of the ISAs, and thus turn the weapon of ideology against the classes in power.

This by virtue of the second principle: the class struggle extends beyond the ISAs
because it is rooted elsewhere than in ideology, in the Infrastructure, in the relations of
production, which are relations of exploitation and constitute the base for class relations.

5 Which borrowed the legal category of “subject in law” to make an ideological notion:
man is by nature a subject.

6 Linguists and those who appeal to linguistics for various purposes often run up against
difficulties which arise because they ignore the action of the ideological effects in all
discourses — including even scientific discourses.

7 NB: this double “currently” is one more proof of the fact that ideology is “eternal”, since
these two “currentlys” are separated by an indefinite interval; T am writing these lines on
6 April 1969, you may read them at any subsequent time.

8 Hailing as an everyday practice subject to a precise ritual takes a quite “special” form in
the policeman’s practice of “hailing” which concerns the hailing of “suspects”.
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Introduction to Part I

As we noted in our introduction, “Adventures in Media and Cultural Studies,” a tradition of
social-science based empirical research into mass communications and culture emerged in the
United States during the 1940s and 1950s. The empirical methods of determining consumer
demand, taste, opinions, and the effects of mass media were applied to a wide range of
issues by Paul Lazarsfeld and a group of colleagues in the Bureau for Applied Social Research
which Lazarsfeld founded at Columbia University. This project provided ground-breaking
studies of the media and their effects, inaugurating debates that are still raging. In addition,
communication departments were being established in the United States and elsewhere
during the 1940s and 1950s which for the most part deployed empirical methods of commun-
ications research and made the study of mass communications a branch of academic inquiry.

Opposed to what were seen as overly empiricist and conformist approaches to the study
of communication and culture, more critical approaches emerged. Within the traditions of
critical media and cultural criticism, there are many models of social approaches to culture
and what has become known as cultural studies. In a sense, every essay in this reader can be
seen as an example of a social-contextualizing approach, which sees culture as a form of
social life, and thus as a type of cultural studies. This perspective situates cultural and media
artifacts within the social relations of production and reception in which culture is produced,
distributed, and consumed. It analyzes media and culture as part of society and relates text
to context in order to properly analyze, interpret, or criticize meaning and effect.

In Mythologies, Roland Barthes critically dissects a wide range of contemporary forms
of culture, producing a unique method of cultural interpretation and critique. One of the
selections we have chosen, “Operation Margarine,” embodies the fundamental rhetorical
and ideological operations that Barthes dissects in the conclusion to Mythologies (“Myth
Today") that we also include. Margarine, on Barthes's account, is a highly artificial substance
transfigured by advertising as natural, beneficial, and acceptable as a substitution for butter,
as if they were identical. Analyzing ads which admit its deficiencies and then trumpet its
benefits, Barthes claims that such operations provide an “inoculation” against criticism of
its imperfections. A similar operation, he claims, is typical in discourses on topics like the
military, church, or capitalism, in which their limitations are mentioned, to highlight their
necessity and importance for the social order.

Likewise, mythologies “disappear” history, transforming contingent factors into natural
essences, as if it were natural that an African soldier salute the French flag, in Barthes's
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famous example that erases all of the evils of French colonization in an idealized image.
Constructing an argument that anticipates postmodern emphasis on difference and otherness,
Barthes points out how myths also erase what is different and dissimilar, assimilating otherness
to nature, as when the image of the French soldier folds the African into the French empire,
or margarine ads assimilate an artificial substance to the order of culinary appropriateness.

Myths, Barthes argues, also use the rhetorical figure of tautology, incorporating in the
examples given above African blacks to France or margarine to natural substances like butter.
Myths may deploy as well the figure of what Barthes calls “neither-norism,” a liberal device
that enjoins rejecting extremes to identify with common sense — which usually means con-
forming to existing attitudes and behavior. Translating quality into quantity sometimes takes
the form of holding certain qualities (high art, religion, or the state) as impossible to grasp,
as ineffable, and thus above criticism. Or it may take the form of reducing discussion of
business or politics to quantity alone, as in lists of the most profitable corporations or most
valuable stocks in business publications; political discussions that focus on polls or ratings of
candidates as opposed to more substantive and qualitative features also embody this opera-
tion. Such devices lend themselves to what Barthes calls “statements of fact,” proverbial
wisdom like “What's good for General Motors is Good for America” or “God Save the
Queen,"” in which a contingent and problematic institution is identified with the country
itself.

Barthes thus developed a method of analyzing rhetorical strategies of media culture, taking
apart the mythologies that colonize social life and helping produce a critical consciousness on
behalf of the reader. In Understanding Media, Marshall McLuhan taught his readers to take
media seriously as important agents of change in the contemporary era. In the selection we
have included, McLuhan sketches out his famous dictum, “the medium is the message.” As
a salient example, McLuhan appeals to the electric light bulb: it was the medium of electricity
that profoundly changed social life, making possible new activities, creating novel cultural
spaces, and overcoming the limitations of darkness. Likewise, McLuhan asserts, it is the
formal effects of new media like radio or television that are crucial: television, for instance,
appeals to a private citizen's viewing in a domestic space, and thus is part of a colonization
of leisure by media corporations. And while radio appeals to the ear, television, McLuhan
suggests, is more synaesthetic, bringing into play a wide range of senses and thus producing
a more sensual and tribal culture than previous book culture.

Media are thus, for McLuhan, “translators” which provide access to a wide range of social
experience. New media often transpose the old media in novel forms, as television absorbed
the formats of radio, translating radio genres or forms into a new medium. In our day,
everything is becoming digitized, translated into the language and form of computers. McLuhan
was a prophet of both the media and computer age, noting how more and more forms of
culture and our own consciousness are being rendered into the form of information. Think
of how our personalities are translated into data in computer chatrooms, or email discussions,
and of how the computer is transforming more and more modes of culture from print
material to music to visual media into its own digital form and technology. Reflecting on the
growth and power of electronic and digital culture helps one grasp that McLuhan was a
prophet of the computer age as well as provocative analyst of media culture.

McLuhan himself also became an apologist for the media and consumer society, advising
corporations and giving advice to governments (often ironically). A group in Europe, called
the “Situationist International,” theorized the latest developments in the media and con-
sumer society in the 1950s and 1960s and developed oppositional practices to use the
media against existing society. One of its key members, the French theorist and artist Guy
Debord, described the contemporary scene as “the society of the spectacle.” Debord and his
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comrades were themselves initially part of a French avant-garde artist milieu that was shaped
by Dada, surrealism, lettrism, and other attempts to merge art and politics (see Marcus,
1989; Plant, 1992; and Wollen, 1993)." Influenced by Jean-Paul Sartre and his concept that
human existence is always lived within a particular context or situation and that individuals
can create their own situations — as well as Lefebvre's concept of everyday life and demand
to radically transform it — Debord and his colleagues began devising strategies to construct
new “situations” (see the 1957 Debord text in Knabb, 1981, pp. 17ff). This project would
merge art and everyday life in the spirit of the radical avant-garde, and would require a
revolution of both art and life.

For Debord, the spectacle is a tool of pacification and depoliticization; it is a “permanent
opium war" (Debord, 1977, sec. 44) which stupefies social subjects and distracts them from
the most urgent task of real life — recovering the full range of their human powers through
creative practice. In Debord'’s formulation, the concept of the spectacle is integrally con-
nected to the concept of separation, for in passively consuming spectacles, one is separated
from actively producing one’s life. Capitalist society separates workers from the product
of their labor, art from life, and spheres of production from consumption, which involve
spectators passively observing the products of social life. Debord and his group, the Situationist
International, promoted an overcoming of all forms of separation against this passivity, in
which individuals would directly produce their own life and modes of self-activity and col-
lective practice.

Debord dissects a society saturated with spectacle which advertises its products, promotes
its politicians, and reproduces its social life. Consumers of the spectacle, Debord argues, are
separated from the process of production of everyday life, lost in consumerist fantasies,
media phantasmagoria, and in our day the transformative media of cyberspace and com-
puter technology. “Real life” is unreal, unglamorous, and boring in this world, while the
spectacle is exciting and enthralling. Yet, Debord warns, the spectacle is entangling its
devotees in the clutches of consumer capitalism, replicating consumption fetishism, and
helping capital to commodify all domains of social and everyday life.

Walt Disney was perhaps the master of the spectacle during his day, and Ariel Dorfman
and Armand Mattelart demystify the Disney spectacle. Reading Walt Disney comic books in
the specific conjuncture of intense cultural struggle in Chile during the early 1970s, they
unveil its ideological messages and conservative subtext. Both writers were political émigrés
to Chile who were participating in the attempt to construct a socialist society when Salvador
Allende was elected president — and eventually overthrown and murdered in 1973. In this
highly charged political situation, Dorfman and Mattelart see Walt Disney comic books as
agents of American imperialism, attempting to inculcate values of capitalism, patriarchy, and
social conformity into readers of seemingly harmless cultural artifacts.

Adopting a satiric and mocking tone in the introduction to their book that we include here,
Dorfman and Mattelart make fun of those academics who would ignore the artifacts of
media culture as beneath their dignity. They also poke fun at themselves as “subversive"”
critics of the highly popular Walt Disney comics. Yet the issues they are dealing with are
highly important and involve the early socialization of the child and creation of its imagina-
tion and fantasy life. Mass culture, the authors contend, plays a key role in this domain in the
contemporary era, and is not always beneficent. Children's literature and media can, as we
now are aware, cultivate violence, provide dubious role models, and teach problematic
values and behavior.

Combining approaches of the humanities and social sciences (Dorfman has emerged as
a major writer and cultural critic, while Mattelart is a world-renowned communications
researcher), the authors contextualize Disney comic books as effective purveyors of capitalist
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ideology and Disney’s American middle-class values. Pointing out that there are no fathers in
the Donald Duck comics, Disney himself, in the authors’ view, emerges as a surrogate father,
teaching proper (conservative) values through his figures, images, and stories. Relentlessly
scrutinizing the world of Disney, the authors detect conservative values and messages
saturating the seemingly harmless and innocent “entertainment.” Their work thus embodies
an ideological critique that sees media culture as a crucial site of the ideological reproduction
of the status quo.

In the article which we include here, Raymond Williams develops his own interpretation of
“Base and Superstructure in Marxist Cultural Theory.” Williams provides a clear and penetrating
analysis of key concepts in Marxian theory including base and superstructure, determination,
totality, hegemony, ideology, class, and practice. The selection provides a useful reprise of
many of the key concepts introduced already by other theorists and adds some concepts to
the critical arsenal. His discussion of “The Complexity of Hegemony" is especially interesting
and points to his connections with British cultural studies.

Indeed, Williams is often interpreted as one of the precursors and key sources of the
British cultural studies that first emerged in the early 1960s and since has become a global
phenomenon.? Developing an expanded conception of culture that went beyond the literary
conceptions dominant in the British academy, Williams conceptualized culture as “a whole
way of life," that encompasses cultural artifacts, modes of sensibility, values, and practices
(1958 and 1961). Arguing for the need to think together “culture and society,” seeing
the importance of media culture, and overcoming the division between “high" and “low"
culture, Williams produced an impressive series of publications that deeply influenced the
trajectory of British cultural studies. He polemicized against the concept of the masses which
he claimed was condescending, elitist, and overly homogenizing, covering over real and
important differences. This theme in turn came to run through the cultural populism which
helped shape and distinguish British cultural studies.

The immediate precursors of British cultural studies created a critique of mass culture in
some ways parallel to the work of the Frankfurt School, while more positively evaluating
traditions of working-class culture and resistance. Richard Hoggart, Raymond Williams, and
E. P. Thompson sought to affirm working-class culture against onslaughts of media culture
produced by the culture industries. Richard Hoggart's The Uses of Literacy (1957) contrasted
the vitality of British working-class institutions and life with the artificiality of the products of
the culture industry, that were seen as a banal homogenization of British life and a coloniza-
tion of its culture by heavily American-influenced institutions and capitalist ideology.

British cultural studies was also shaped by E. P. Thompson's studies of English working-
class culture and celebration of forms of resistance (1963). Like Williams and Hoggart,
Thompson interpreted the vicissitudes of English culture as a response to industrialization and
urbanization; all three affirmed cultural values that criticized the excesses and horrors of
urban-industrial development, and all saw culture as a potentially positive force, that could
uplift and improve people. They were also strong democrats, seeing culture as an important
force of democracy, and were anti-elitist, opposing conservative traditions of cultural criticism
in England. Williams and Hoggart were deeply involved in projects of working-class educa-
tion and oriented toward socialist politics, seeing their form of cultural studies as an instru-
ment of progressive social change. Their critiques of Americanism and mass culture paralleled
to some extent the earlier critique of the Frankfurt school, yet valorized a working class that
the Frankfurt school saw as defeated in Germany and much of Europe during the era of
fascism, and which they never saw as a strong resource for emancipatory social change.

The democratic and socialist humanism of Thompson, Williams, and Hoggart influenced
the early Birmingham project that would continue their critique of modern culture and would
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seek forms of resistance to capitalist modernization. Resisting distinctions between high and
low culture, Birmingham cultural studies valorized popular culture and active audiences, able
to produce their own readings and meanings. Building on semiotic conceptions developed
by Roland Barthes and Umberto Eco, Stuart Hall argued that a distinction must be made
between the encoding of media texts by producers and the decoding by consumers in a
study of “Encoding/Decoding” which we include below.? This distinction highlighted the
ability of audiences to produce their own readings and meanings, to decode texts in aberrant
or oppositional ways, as well as the “preferred” ways in tune with the dominant ideology.

In an article “On the Politics of Empirical Audience Research” which appears below, len
Ang distinguishes the “new audience research” undertaken by British cultural studies and
their followers from a more liberal-pluralist view of the active audience associated with “uses
and gratifications” theory and mainstream communication research. While the latter adopts
empiricist models to gain more accurate scientific knowledge to learn how audiences use and
enjoy media like television, the more critical cultural studies approach adopts “self-reflexive”
and “interpretive” methods, critically reflecting on the presuppositions of audience research
and the actual studies undertaken; it also employs a more explicitly interpretive methodology
to make sense of the results of inquiry, wishing to learn more about the contextual situation
of audiences, their social relations, and how they both use and resist dominant cultures.

Hence, whereas empiricist approaches to the audience strive for pure knowledge, cultural
studies aims at social critique and transformation, stressing the conflictual elements of audience
reception and how audiences oppose the dominant social order rather than simply being
absorbed and integrated. Thus, whereas uses and gratification theory reproduces a liberal-
pluralist perspective, emphasizing consumer sovereignty, freedom of choice, and the individual
creation of meaning, cultural studies adopts a more oppositionalist position, showing how
audiences negotiate a complex relation to dominant institutions and forms of power. Hence,
although institutional power disappears or is ignored by empiricist approaches to the audience,
cultural studies describes a complex interaction between audiences and dominant institutions
and forces.

The British cultural studies notion of the active audience has also been criticized by political
economists as well as others who are skeptical about the unreserved celebration of audience
agency and textual polysemy. Herbert Schiller (1989), for instance, sharply critiques the
notion of “limited effects” and its contemporary corollary, “the active audience.” The rhet-
oric of pluralism and diversity in the media pivots on the celebration of multiple channels and
increasingly fragmented and individualized media offerings. Yet as Schiller points out, this
impression of multiplicity diverts attention from the concentration of ownership behind the
apparent diversity. Any potential for social transformation is impeded by, as he says, “a very
considerable ‘if' — if the instrumentation had different controllers” (p. 148). His analysis of
the idea of an “active” audience is more pointed, as it engages questions of power between
viewer and text as well as the complex relationships among media and other “cultural means
that together provide the apparatus of domination and the conditions of dependency”
(p. 151).

British cultural studies, however, insists that individuals use media culture to generate
potentially oppositional readings, fashion identities, and subcultures. In his book Subculture:
The Meaning of Style, selections from which we are including here, Dick Hebdige analyzes
the ways in which individuals and groups mobilize style and subcultures to produce their own
often oppositional identities and groups. The introduction to his book draws on many of the
figures that we have included in our reader — Gramsci, Barthes, Raymond Williams, British
cultural studies, etc. Hebdige applies their positions in studies of various English subcultures,
including mods, rockers, and punks. In the passage that we have chosen for inclusion, he
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discusses how subcultures break with the mainstream culture and provide alternatives for
their members.

Hebdige highlights the transgressive and potentially oppositional dimension of subcultures.
But he also analyzes how subcultures can be incorporated back into mainstream cultures, or
effectively marginalized. Subcultures can be commodified, as sex, drugs, music, and fashion
of the counterculture of the 1960s were successfully marketed after the initial shock of an
oppositional culture was absorbed. Ideologically, subcultures can be trivialized, in which
differences are minimized and denied with the mainstream, or they can be exoticized,
presented as marginal freaks — as the mainstream tried to accomplish with the more extreme
Yippies in the 1960s or punks of the 1970s.

British cultural studies was thus engaged in a sustained quest for political agency and new
oppositional political subjects and movements when they discerned that the working class
was integrated into existing capitalist societies. Their studies were highly political in nature
and stressed the potentials for resistance in oppositional subcultures. The development of
cultural studies and search for new political agents were influenced by 1960s struggles and
political movements. The move toward feminism, often conflictual, was shaped by the feminist
movement, while the turn toward race as a significant factor of study was fueled by the
antiracist struggles of the day. The focus in British cultural studies on education was related
to political concern with the role of schooling in the continuing bourgeois hegemony despite
the struggles of the 1960s — as well as a return to a pedagogical concern that was at the
origins of the work of the Birmingham group. The right turn in British politics with Thatcher's
victory led in the late 1970s to concern with understanding the authoritarian populism of the
new conservative hegemony.

Moreover, British cultural studies developed an approach that avoided cutting up the
field of culture into high and low, popular vs. elite, and saw all forms of culture as worthy of
scrutiny and criticism. It advocated approaches to culture that appraised the politics of
culture and made political discriminations between different types of culture and their vary-
ing political effects. Bringing the study of race, gender, and class into the center of the study
of culture and communications, the Birmingham Centre adopted a critical approach that, like
the Frankfurt school, but without some of its flaws, interpreted culture within society and
situated the study of culture within the field of contemporary social theory and oppositional
politics.

Yet the Birmingham project also paved the way, as we suggest in a later section, for a
postmodern populist turn in cultural studies, which responds to a later stage of capitalism.
Emphasis on consumption, on audience creation of meaning, on difference and heterogen-
eity, corresponds to the contemporary stage of global capitalism in which consumer sover-
eignty is celebrated, more differences are tolerated and marketed, and audiences are enjoined
to embrace new products, technology, and to produce novel identities. Hence, cultural studies
today is extremely variegated on a global scale with a wealth of different perspectives, topics,
and projects.

Notes

1 On Debord and the Situationist International see Marcus (1989); Plant (1992), Wollen (1993), and
the material in Substance 90 (1999).

2 For accounts of origins and genesis of British cultural studies, see Hall (1980); Johnson (1985/86);
Fiske (1986); O'Conner (1989); Turner (1990); Agger (1992); McGuigan (1992); Kellner (1995);
Dworkin (1997); and Grossberg (1997a, b). More polemical, alternative genealogies of cultural
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studies stress the broader historical antecedents, and include Davies (1995) who points to the origins
of the problematic of British cultural studies in debates around the journals University Review and
New Left Review. Steele (1997) wishes to go back and retrieve the roots of British cultural studies in
an earlier adult education movement that he thinks provides important resources for cultural studies
today that have been covered over in the narratives of the progressive appropriations of theory that
characterize most genealogies of cultural studies. He argues that the long and heroic march of the
“theory express” of European Marxism and post-Marxism may have dumped "an extremely ripe
mound of manure on the seedling of British cultural studies, only to bury some of their more fragile
shoots” (1997: 205). And Ang and Stratton (1996) argue that identification of cultural studies with
the British model perpetuates an imperialist ideology that identifies all-important cultural creation
with the imperial power, relegating broader international developments in cultural studies to the
margins. On earlier traditions of US cultural studies, see Ross (1989) and Aronowitz (1993). For
readers which document the positions of British cultural studies, see the articles collected in Grossberg,
Nelson, and Triechler (1992) and During (1993).

3 It might be pointed out that Walter Benjamin — loosely affiliated with the Frankfurt School, but not
part of their inner circle — also took seriously media culture, saw its emancipatory potential, and
posited the possibility of an active audience. Likewise T. W. Adorno and Leo Lowenthal focused
attention on audience use and reception of artifacts of media culture, so there are precedents to the
Birmingham focus on the audience and the reception and decoding of cultural texts. On Benjamin,
see Buck-Morss (1989).
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(i) Operation Margarine;
(ii) Myth Today

Roland Barthes

(i) Operation Margarine

To instil into the Established Order the complacent portrayal of its drawbacks has
nowadays become a paradoxical but incontrovertible means of exalting it. Here is
the pattern of this new-style demonstration: take the established value which you
want to restore or develop, and first lavishly display its pettiness, the injustices which
it produces, the vexations to which it gives rise, and plunge it into its natural
imperfection; then, at the last moment, save it 7z spite of, or rather by the heavy curse
of its blemishes. Some examples? There is no lack of them.

Take the army; show without disguise its chiefs as martinets, its discipline as
narrow-minded and unfair, and into this stupid tyranny immerse an average human
being, fallible but likeable, the archetype of the spectator. And then, at the last
moment, turn over the magical hat, and pull out of it the image of an army, flags
flying, triumphant, bewitching, to which, like Sganarelle’s wife,' one cannot but be
faithful although beaten (From here to eternity).

Take the Army again: lay down as a basic principle the scientific fanaticism of its
engineers, and their blindness; show all that is destroyed by such a pitiless rigour:
human beings, couples. And then bring out the flag, save the army in the name of
progress, hitch the greatness of the former to the triumph of the latter (Les Cyclones,
by Jules Roy).

Finally, the Church: speak with burning zeal about its self-righteousness, the
narrow-mindedness of its bigots, indicate that all this can be murderous, hide none
of the weaknesses of the faith. And then, iz extremis, hint that the letter of the law,
however unattractive, is a way to salvation for its very victims, and so justify moral
austerity by the saintliness of those whom it crushes (The Living Room, by Graham
Greene).

From Roland Barthes, “Operation margarine” and “Myth today.” In Mythologies, pp. 41-2 and
150-9. Translated by Annette Lavers. New York: Hill and Wang, 1983.
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It is a kind of homeopathy: one cures doubts about the Church or the Army by
the very ills of the Church and the Army. One inoculates the public with a contin-
gent evil to prevent or cure an essential one. To rebel against the inhumanity of the
Established Order and its values, according to this way of thinking, is an illness
which is common, natural, forgivable; one must not collide with it head-on, but
rather exorcize it like a possession: the patient is made to give a representation of his
illness, he is made familiar with the very appearance of his revolt, and this revolt
disappears all the more surely since, once at a distance and the object of a gaze, the
Established Order is no longer anything but a Manichaean compound and therefore
inevitable, one which wins on both counts, and is therefore beneficial. The imman-
ent evil of enslavement is redeemed by the transcendent good of religion, fatherland,
the Church, etc. A little “confessed” evil saves one from acknowledging a lot of
hidden evil.

One can trace in advertising a narrative pattern which clearly shows the working
of this new vaccine. It is found in the publicity for Astra margarine. The episode
always begins with a cry of indignation against margarine: “A mousse? Made with
margarine? Unthinkable!” “Margarine? Your uncle will be furious!” And then one’s
eyes are opened, one’s conscience becomes more pliable, and margarine is a deli-
cious food, tasty, digestible, economical, useful in all circumstances. The moral at
the end is well known: “Here you are, rid of a prejudice which cost you dearly!” It
is in the same way that the Established Order relieves you of your progressive
prejudices. The Army, an absolute value? It is unthinkable: look at its vexations, its
strictness, the always possible blindness of its chiefs. The Church, infallible? Alas, it
is very doubtful: look at its bigots, its powerless priests, its murderous conformism.
And then common sense makes its reckoning: what is this trifling dross of Order,
compared to its advantages? It is well worth the price of an immunization. What
does it matter, after all, if margarine is just fat, when it goes further than butter, and
costs less? What does it matter, after all, it Order is a little brutal or a little blind,
when it allows us to live cheaply? Here we are, in our turn, rid of a prejudice which
cost us dearly, too dearly, which cost us too much in scruples, in revolt, in fights and
in solitude. [ ... ]

(ii) Myth Today

Since we cannot yet draw up the list of the dialectal forms of bourgeois myth, we
can always sketch its rhetorical forms. One must understand here by rbetoric a set of
fixed, regulated, insistent figures, according to which the varied forms of the myth-
ical signifier arrange themselves. These figures are transparent inasmuch as they do
not affect the plasticity of the signifier; but they are already sufficiently conceptual-
ized to adapt to an historical representation of the world (just as classical rhetoric
can account for a representation of the Aristotelian type). It is through their rhetoric
that bourgeois myths outline the general prospect of this psendo-physis which defines
the dream of the contemporary bourgeois world. Here are its principal figures:
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1. The inoculation. 1 have already given examples of this very general figure,
which consists in admitting the accidental evil of a class-bound institution the better
to conceal its principal evil. One immunizes the contents of the collective imagination
by means of a small inoculation of acknowledged evil; one thus protects it against
the risk of a generalized subversion. This /iberal treatment would not have been
possible only a hundred years ago. Then, the bourgeois Good did not compromise
with anything, it was quite stiff. It has become much more supple since: the bour-
geoisie no longer hesitates to acknowledge some localized subversions: the avant-
garde, the irrational in childhood, etc. It now lives in a balanced economy: as in any
sound joint-stock company, the smaller shares — in law but not in fact — compensate
the big ones.

2. The privation of history. Myth deprives the object of which it speaks of all
History.” In it, history evaporates. It is a kind of ideal servant: it prepares all things,
brings them, lays them out, the master arrives, it silently disappears: all that is left for
one to do is to enjoy this beautiful object without wondering where it comes from.
Or even better: it can only come from eternity: since the beginning of time, it has
been made for bourgeois man, the Spain of the Blue Guide has been made for the
tourist, and “primitives” have prepared their dances with a view to an exotic festiv-
ity. We can see all the disturbing things which this felicitous figure removes from
sight: both determinism and freedom. Nothing is produced, nothing is chosen: all
one has to do is to possess these new objects from which all soiling trace of origin or
choice has been removed. This miraculous evaporation of history is another form of
a concept common to most bourgeois myths: the irresponsibility of man.

3. Identification. The petit-bourgeois is a man unable to imagine the Other.?
If he comes face to face with him, he blinds himself, ignores and denies him, or else
transforms him into himself. In the petit-bourgeois universe, all the experiences of
confrontation are reverberating, any otherness is reduced to sameness. The spectacle
or the tribunal, which are both places where the Other threatens to appear in full
view, become mirrors. This is because the Other is a scandal which threatens his
essence. Dominici cannot have access to social existence unless he is previously
reduced to the state of a small simulacrum of the President of the Assizes or the
Public Prosecutor: this is the price one must pay in order to condemn him justly,
since Justice is a weighing operation and since scales can only weigh like against like.
There are, in any petit-bourgeois consciousness, small simulacra of the hooligan, the
parricide, the homosexual, etc., which periodically the judiciary extracts from its brain,
puts in the dock, admonishes and condemns: one never tries anybody but analogues
who have gone astray: it is a question of direction, not of nature, for that’s how
men are. Sometimes — rarely — the Other is revealed as irreducible: not because of a
sudden scruple, but because common sense rebels: a man does not have a white skin,
but a black one, another drinks pear juice, not Pernod. How can one assimilate the
Negro, the Russian? There is here a figure for emergencies: exoticism. The Other
becomes a pure object, a spectacle, a clown. Relegated to the confines of humanity, he
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no longer threatens the security of the home. This figure is chiefly petit-bourgeois.
For, even if he is unable to experience the Other in himself, the bourgeois can at
least imagine the place where he fits in: this is what is known as liberalism, which is
a sort of intellectual equilibrium based on recognized places. The petit-bourgeois
class is not liberal (it produces Fascism, whereas the bourgeoisie uses it): it follows
the same route as the bourgeoisie, but lags behind.

4. Tautology. Yes, 1 know, it’s an ugly word. But so is the thing. Tautology is
this verbal device which consists in defining like by like (“Drama is drama™). We
can view it as one of those types of magical behaviour dealt with by Sartre in his
Outline of & Theory of the Emotions: one takes refuge in tautology as one does in fear,
or anger, or sadness, when one is at a loss for an explanation: the accidental failure
of language is magically identified with what one decides is a natural resistance of
the object. In tautology, there is a double murder: one kills rationality because it
resists one; one kills language because it betrays one. Tautology is a faint at the right
moment, a saving aphasia, it is a death, or perhaps a comedy, the indignant “repre-
sentation” of the rights of reality over and above language. Since it is magical, it can
of course only take refuge behind the argument of authority: thus do parents at the
end of their tether reply to the child who keeps on asking for explanations: “becanse
that’s how it is”, or even better: “just because, that’s all” — a magical act ashamed of
itself, which verbally makes the gesture of rationality, but immediately abandons the
latter, and believes itself to be even with causality because it has uttered the word
which introduces it. Tautology testifies to a profound distrust of language, which is
rejected because it has failed. Now any refusal of language is a death. Tautology
creates a dead, a motionless world.

5.  Neither-Norism. By this I mean this mythological figure which consists in
stating two opposites and balancing the one by the other so as to reject them both.
(I want nesther this nor that.) It is on the whole a bourgeois figure, for it relates to
a modern form of liberalism. We find again here the figure of the scales: reality is
first reduced to analogues; then it is weighed; finally, equality having been ascertained,
it is got rid of. Here also there is magical behaviour: both parties are dismissed because
it is embarrassing to choose between them; one flees from an intolerable reality,
reducing it to two opposites which balance each other only inasmuch as they are
purely formal, relieved of all their specific weight. Neither-Norism can have degraded
forms: in astrology, for example, ill-luck is always followed by equal good-luck; they
are always predicted in a prudently compensatory perspective: a final equilibrium
immobilizes values, life, destiny, etc.: one no longer needs to choose, but only to
endorse.

6. The quantification of quality. This is a figure which is latent in all the pre-
ceding ones. By reducing any quality to quantity, myth economizes intelligence: it
understands reality more cheaply. I have given several examples of this mechanism
which bourgeois — and especially petit-bourgeois — mythology does not hesitate
to apply to aesthetic realities which it deems on the other hand to partake of an
immaterial essence. Bourgeois theatre is a good example of this contradiction: on
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the one hand, theatre is presented as an essence which cannot be reduced to any
language and reveals itself only to the heart, to intuition. From this quality, it
receives an irritable dignity (it is forbidden as a crime of “lese-essence” to speak
about the theatre scientifically: or rather, any intellectual way of viewing the theatre
is discredited as scientism or pedantic language). On the other hand, bourgeois
dramatic art rests on a pure quantification of effects: a whole circuit of computable
appearances establishes a quantitative equality between the cost of a ticket and the
tears of an actor or the luxuriousness of a set: what is currently meant by the
“naturalness” of an actor, for instance, is above all a conspicuous quantity of effects.

7. The statement of fact. Myths tend towards proverbs. Bourgeois ideology
invests in this figure interests which are bound to its very essence: universalism, the
refusal of any explanation, an unalterable hierarchy of the world. But we must again
distinguish the language-object from the metalanguage. Popular, ancestral proverbs
still partake of an instrumental grasp of the world as object. A rural statement of
fact, such as “the weather is fine” keeps a real link with the usefulness of fine weather.
It is an implicitly technological statement; the word, here, in spite of its general,
abstract form, paves the way for actions, it inserts itself into a fabricating order: the
farmer does not speak about the weather, he “acts it”, he draws it into his labour. All
our popular proverbs thus represent active speech which has gradually solidified into
reflexive speech, but where reflection is curtailed, reduced to a statement of fact, and
so to speak timid, prudent, and closely hugging experience. Popular proverbs fore-
see more than they assert, they remain the speech of a humanity which is making
itself, not one which is. Bourgeois aphorisms, on the other hand, belong to meta-
language; they are a second-order language which bears on objects already prepared.
Their classical form is the maxim. Here the statement is no longer directed towards a
world to be made; it must overlay one which is already made, bury the traces of this
production under a self-evident appearance of eternity: it is a counter-explanation,
the decorous equivalent of a tautology, of this peremptory becaunse which parents in
need of knowledge hang above the heads of their children. The foundation of the
bourgeois statement of fact is common sense, that is, truth when it stops on the
arbitrary order of him who speaks it.

I have listed these rhetorical figures without any special order, and there may well
be many others: some can become worn out, others can come into being. But it is
obvious that those given here, such as they are, fall into two great categories, which
are like the Zodiacal Signs of the bourgeois universe: the Essences and the Scales.
Bourgeois ideology continuously transforms the products of history into essential
types. Just as the cuttlefish squirts its ink in order to protect itself, it cannot rest until
it has obscured the ceaseless making of the world, fixated this world into an object
which can be for ever possessed, catalogued its riches, embalmed it, and injected
into reality some purifying essence which will stop its transformation, its flight
towards other forms of existence. And these riches, thus fixated and frozen, will at
last become computable: bourgeois morality will essentially be a weighing opera-
tion, the essences will be placed in scales of which bourgeois man will remain the
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motionless beam. For the very end of myths is to immobilize the world: they must
suggest and mimic a universal order which has fixated once and for all the hierarchy
of possessions. Thus, every day and everywhere, man is stopped by myths, referred
by them to this motionless prototype which lives in his place, stifles him in the
manner of a huge internal parasite and assigns to his activity the narrow limits within
which he is allowed to suffer without upsetting the world: bourgeois pseudo-physis
is in the fullest sense a prohibition for man against inventing himself. Myths are
nothing but this ceaseless, untiring solicitation, this insidious and inflexible demand
that all men recognize themselves in this image, eternal yet bearing a date, which
was built of them one day as if for all time. For the Nature, in which they are locked
up under the pretext of being eternalized, is nothing but an Usage. And it is this
Usage, however lofty, that they must take in hand and transform.

Necessity and Limits of Mythology

I must, as a conclusion, say a few words about the mythologist himself. This term is
rather grand and self-assured. Yet one can predict for the mythologist, if there ever
is one, a few difficulties, in feeling if not in method. True, he will have no trouble in
feeling justified: whatever its mistakes, mythology is certain to participate in the
making of the world. Holding as a principle that man in a bourgeois society is at
every turn plunged into a false Nature, it attempts to find again under the assumed
innocence of the most unsophisticated relationships, the profound alienation which
this innocence is meant to make one accept. The unveiling which it carries out is
therefore a political act: founded on a responsible idea of language, mythology
thereby postulates the freedom of the latter. It is certain that in this sense mythology
harmonizes with the world, not as it is, but as it wants to create itself (Brecht had for
this an efficiently ambiguous word: Einverstandnis, at once an understanding of
reality and a complicity with it).

This harmony justifies the mythologist but does not fulfil him: his status still
remains basically one of being excluded. Justified by the political dimension, the
mythologist is still at a distance from it. His speech is a metalanguage, it “acts”
nothing; at the most, it unveils — or does it? To whom? His task always remains
ambiguous, hampered by its ethical origin. He can live revolutionary action only
vicariously: hence the self-conscious character of his function, this something a little
stift and pains-taking, muddled and excessively simplified which brands any intellec-
tual behaviour with an openly political foundation (“uncommitted” types of litera-
ture are infinitely more “elegant”; they are in their place in metalanguage).

Also, the mythologist cuts himself off from all the myth-consumers, and this is no
small matter. If this [is] applied to a particular section of the collectivity, well and
good.* But when a myth reaches the entire community, it is from the latter that the
mythologist must become estranged if he wants to liberate the myth. Any myth
with some degree of generality is in fact ambiguous, because it represents the very
humanity of those who, having nothing, have borrowed it. To decipher the Tour de
France or the “good French Wine” is to cut oneself off from those who are enter-
tained or warmed up by them. The mythologist is condemned to live in a theoretical
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sociality; for him, to be in society is, at best, to be truthful: his utmost sociality dwells
in his utmost morality. His connection with the world is of the order of sarcasm.

One must even go further: in a sense, the mythologist is excluded from this
history in the name of which he professes to act. The havoc which he wreaks in the
language of the community is absolute for him, it fills his assignment to the brim: he
must live this assignment without any hope of going back or any assumption of
payment. It is forbidden for him to imagine what the world will concretely be like,
when the immediate object of his criticism has disappeared. Utopia is an impossible
luxury for him: he greatly doubts that tomorrow’s truths will be the exact reverse of
today’s lies. History never ensures the triumph pure and simple of something over
its opposite: it unveils, while making itself, unimaginable solutions, unforeseeable
syntheses. The mythologist is not even in a Moses-like situation: he cannot see the
Promised Land. For him, tomorrow’s positivity is entirely hidden by today’s nega-
tivity. All the values of his undertaking appear to him as acts of destruction: the
latter accurately cover the former, nothing protrudes. This subjective grasp of his-
tory in which the potent seed of the future is nothing but the most profound
apocalypse of the present has been expressed by Saint-Just in a strange saying:
“What constitutes the Republic is the total destruction of what is opposed to it.” This
must not, I think, be understood in the trivial sense of: “One has to clear the way
before reconstructing.” The copula has an exhaustive meaning: there is for some
men a subjective dark night of history where the future becomes an essence, the
essential destruction of the past.

One last exclusion threatens the mythologist: he constantly runs the risk of caus-
ing the reality which he purports to protect, to disappear. Quite apart from all
speech, the D.S.19is a technologically defined object: it is capable of a certain speed,
it meets the wind in a certain way, etc. And this type of reality cannot be spoken of
by the mythologist. The mechanic, the engineer, even the user, “speak the object”;
but the mythologist is condemned to metalanguage. This exclusion already has a
name: it is what is called ideologism. Zhdanovism has roundly condemned it (with-
out proving, incidentally, that it was, for the time being, avoidable) in the early
Lukacs, in Marr’s linguistics, in works like those of Bénichou or Goldmann, oppos-
ing to it the reticence of a reality inaccessible to ideology, such as that of language
according to Stalin. It is true that ideologism resolves the contradiction of alienated
reality by an amputation, not a synthesis (but as for Zhdanovism, it does not even
resolve it): wine is objectively good, and at the same time, the goodness of wine is a
myth: here is the aporia. The mythologist gets out of this as best he can: he deals
with the goodness of wine, not with the wine itself, just as the historian deals with
Pascal’s ideology, not with the Pensées in themselves.®

It seems that this is a difficulty pertaining to our times: there is as yet only one
possible choice, and this choice can bear only on two equally extreme methods:
cither to posit a reality which is entirely permeable to history, and ideologize; or,
conversely, to posit a reality which is #ltimately impenetrable, irreducible, and, in
this case, poetize. In a word, I do not yet see a synthesis between ideology and
poetry (by poetry I understand, in a very general way, the search for the inalienable
meaning of things).
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The fact that we cannot manage to achieve more than an unstable grasp of reality
doubtless gives the measure of our present alienation: we constantly drift between
the object and its demystification, powerless to render its wholeness. For if we
penetrate the object, we liberate it but we destroy it; and if we acknowledge its full
weight, we respect it, but we restore it to a state which is still mystified. It would
seem that we are condemned for some time yet always to speak excessively about
reality. This is probably because ideologism and its opposite are types of behaviour
which are still magical, terrorized, blinded and fascinated by the split in the social
world. And yet, this is what we must seek: a reconciliation between reality and men,
between description and explanation, between object and knowledge.

Notes

1 In Moliere’s Médecin malgré lui.

2 Marx: “...we must pay attention to this history, since ideology boils down to either an
erroneous conception of this history, or to a complete abstraction from it” (The German
Ideology).

3 Marx: “...what makes them representative of the petit-bourgeois class, is that their
minds, their consciousnesses, do not extend beyond the limits which this class has set to
its activities” (The Eighteenth Brumaire). And Gorki: “the petit-bourgeois is the man who
has preferred himself to all else.”

4 It is not only from the public that one becomes estranged; it is sometimes also from the
very object of the myth. In order to demystify Poetic Childhood, for instance, I have
had, so to speak, to lack confidence in Minou Drouet the child. I have had to ignore, in
her, under the enormous myth with which she is cumbered, something like a tender,
open, possibility. It is never a good thing to speak against a little girl.

5 Even here, in these mythologies, I have used trickery: finding it painful constantly to work
on the evaporation of reality, I have started to make it excessively dense, and to discover
in it a surprising compactness which I savoured with delight, and I have given a few
examples of “substantial psycho-analysis” about some mythical objects.
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The Medium is the Message

Mavshall McLuban

In a culture like ours, long accustomed to splitting and dividing all things as a means
of control, it is sometimes a bit of a shock to be reminded that, in operational and
practical fact, the medium is the message. This is merely to say that the personal and
social consequences of any medium — that is, of any extension of ourselves — result
from the new scale that is introduced into our affairs by each extension of ourselves,
or by any new technology. Thus, with automation, for example, the new patterns of
human association tend to eliminate jobs, it is true. That is the negative result.
Positively, automation creates roles for people, which is to say depth of involvement
in their work and human association that our preceding mechanical technology had
destroyed. Many people would be disposed to say that it was not the machine, but
what one did with the machine, that was its meaning or message. In terms of the
ways in which the machine altered our relations to one another and to ourselves, it
mattered not in the least whether it turned out cornflakes or Cadillacs. The restruc-
turing of human work and association was shaped by the technique of fragmentation
that is the essence of machine technology. The essence of automation technology is
the opposite. It is integral and decentralist in depth, just as the machine was frag-
mentary, centralist, and superficial in its patterning of human relationships.

The instance of the electric light may prove illuminating in this connection. The
electric light is pure information. It is a medium without a message, as it were, unless
it is used to spell out some verbal ad or name. This fact, characteristic of all media,
means that the “content” of any medium is always another medium. The content
of writing is speech, just as the written word is the content of print, and print is the
content of the telegraph. If it is asked, “What is the content of speech?)” it is
necessary to say, “It is an actual process of thought, which is in itself nonverbal.” An
abstract painting represents direct manifestation of creative thought processes as

From Marshall McLuhan, “The medium is the message.” In Understanding Medin: The Extensions
of Man, pp. 23-35, 63-7. New York: Signet, 1964.
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they might appear in computer designs. What we are considering here, however, are
the psychic and social consequences of the designs or patterns as they amplify or
accelerate existing processes. For the “message” of any medium or technology is the
change of scale or pace or pattern that it introduces into human affairs. The railway
did not introduce movement or transportation or wheel or road into human society,
but it accelerated and enlarged the scale of previous human functions, creating totally
new kinds of cities and new kinds of work and leisure. This happened whether the
railway functioned in a tropical or a northern environment, and is quite independent
of the freight or content of the railway medium. The airplane, on the other hand, by
accelerating the rate of transportation, tends to dissolve the railway form of city,
politics, and association, quite independently of what the airplane is used for.

Let us return to the electric light. Whether the light is being used for brain surgery
or night baseball is a matter of indifference. It could be argued that these activities
are in some way the “content” of the electric light, since they could not exist
without the electric light. This fact merely underlines the point that “the medium is
the message” because it is the medium that shapes and controls the scale and form
of human association and action. The content or uses of such media are as diverse as
they are ineffectual in shaping the form of human association. Indeed, it is only too
typical that the “content” of any medium blinds us to the character of the medium.
It is only today that industries have become aware of the various kinds of business
in which they are engaged. When IBM discovered that it was not in the business
of making office equipment or business machines, but that it was in the business of
processing information, then it began to navigate with clear vision. The General
Electric Company makes a considerable portion of its profits from electric light
bulbs and lighting systems. It has not yet discovered that, quite as much as A.T.&T.,
it is in the business of moving information.

The electric light escapes attention as a communication medium just because it
has no “content.” And this makes it an invaluable instance of how people fail to
study media at all. For it is not till the electric light is used to spell out some brand
name that it is noticed as a medium. Then it is not the light but the “content” (or
what is really another medium) that is noticed. The message of the electric light is
like the message of electric power in industry, totally radical, pervasive, and decen-
tralized. For electric light and power are separate from their uses, yet they eliminate
time and space factors in human association exactly as do radio, telegraph, telephone,
and TV, creating involvement in depth.

A fairly complete handbook for studying the extensions of man could be made up
from selections from Shakespeare. Some might quibble about whether or not he was
referring to TV in these familiar lines from Romeo and Juliet:

But soft! what light through yonder window breaks?
It speaks, and yet says nothing.

In Othello, which, as much as King Lear, is concerned with the torment of people
transformed by illusions, there are these lines that bespeak Shakespeare’s intuition of
the transforming powers of new media:
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Is there not charms

By which the property of youth and maidhood
May be abus’d? Have you not read, Roderigo,
Of some such thing?

In Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida, which is almost completely devoted to both a
psychic and social study of communication, Shakespeare states his awareness that
true social and political navigation depend upon anticipating the consequences of
innovation:

The providence that’s in a watchful state

Knows almost every grain of Plutus’ gold,

Finds bottom in the uncomprehensive deeps,
Keeps place with thought, and almost like the gods
Does thoughts unveil in their dumb cradles.

The increasing awareness of the action of media, quite independently of their “con-
tent” or programming, was indicated in the annoyed and anonymous stanza:

In modern thought, (if not in fact)
Nothing is that doesn’t act,

So that is reckoned wisdom which
Describes the scratch but not the itch.

The same kind of total, configurational awareness that reveals why the medium is
socially the message has occurred in the most recent and radical medium theories. In
his Stress of Life, Hans Selye tells of the dismay of a research colleague on hearing of
Selye’s theory:

When he saw me thus launched on yet another enraptured description of what I had
observed in animals treated with this or that impure, toxic material, he looked at me
with desperately sad eyes and said in obvious despair: “But Selye, try to realize what
you are doing before it is too late! You have now decided to spend your entire life
studying the pharmacology of dirt!” (Hans Selye, The Stress of Life)

As Selye deals with the total environmental situation in his “stress” theory of disease,
so the latest approach to media study considers not only the “content” but the
medium and the cultural matrix within which the particular medium operates. The
older unawareness of the psychic and social effects of media can be illustrated from
almost any of the conventional pronouncements.

In accepting an honorary degree from the University of Notre Dame a few years
ago, General David Sarnoff made this statement: “We are too prone to make tech-
nological instruments the scapegoats for the sins of those who wield them. The
products of modern science are not in themselves good or bad; it is the way they are
used that determines their value.” That is the voice of the current somnambulism.
Suppose we were to say, “Apple pie is in itself neither good nor bad; it is the way it
is used that determines its value.” Or, “The small-pox virus is in itself neither good
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nor bad; it is the way it is used that determines its value.” Again, “Firearms are in
themselves neither good nor bad; it is the way they are used that determines their
value.” That is, if the slugs reach the right people firearms are good. If the TV tube
fires the right ammunition at the right people it is good. I am not being perverse.
There is simply nothing in the Sarnoft statement that will bear scrutiny, for it
ignores the nature of the medium, of any and all media, in the true Narcissus style
of one hypnotized by the amputation and extension of his own being in a new
technical form. General Sarnoff went on to explain his attitude to the technology of
print, saying that it was true that print caused much trash to circulate, but it had also
disseminated the Bible and the thoughts of seers and philosophers. It has never
occurred to General Sarnoff that any technology could do anything but 244 itself on
to what we already are.

Such economists as Robert Theobald, W. W. Rostow, and John Kenneth
Galbraith have been explaining for years how it is that “classical economics” cannot
explain change or growth. And the paradox of mechanization is that although it is
itself the cause of maximal growth and change, the principle of mechanization
excludes the very possibility of growth or the understanding of change. For mechan-
ization is achieved by fragmentation of any process and by putting the fragmented
parts in a series. Yet, as David Hume showed in the eighteenth century, there is no
principle of causality in a mere sequence. That one thing follows another accounts
for nothing. Nothing follows from following, except change. So the greatest of all
reversals occurred with electricity, that ended sequence by making things instant.
With instant speed the causes of things began to emerge to awareness again, as they
had not done with things in sequence and in concatenation accordingly. Instead of
asking which came first, the chicken or the egg, it suddenly seemed that a chicken
was an egg’s idea for getting more eggs.

Just before an airplane breaks the sound barrier, sound waves become visible on
the wings of the plane. The sudden visibility of sound just as sound ends is an apt
instance of that great pattern of being that reveals new and opposite forms just as
the earlier forms reach their peak performance. Mechanization was never so vividly
fragmented or sequential as in the birth of the movies, the moment that translated
us beyond mechanism into the world of growth and organic interrelation. The
movie, by sheer speeding up the mechanical, carried us from the world of sequence
and connections into the world of creative configuration and structure. The message
of the movie medium is that of transition from lineal connections to configurations.
It is the transition that produced the now quite correct observation: “If it works, it’s
obsolete.” When electric speed further takes over from mechanical movie sequences,
then the lines of force in structures and in media become loud and clear. We return
to the inclusive form of the icon.

To a highly literate and mechanized culture the movie appeared as a world of
triumphant illusions and dreams that money could buy. It was at this moment of the
movie that cubism occurred, and it has been described by E. H. Gombrich (A7t and
Illusion) as “the most radical attempt to stamp out ambiguity and to enforce one
reading of the picture — that of a man-made construction, a colored canvas.” For
cubism substitutes all facets of an object simultaneously for the “point of view” or
facet of perspective illusion. Instead of the specialized illusion of the third dimension



The Medium is the Message 111

on canvas, cubism sets up an interplay of planes and contradiction or dramatic
conflict of patterns, lights, textures that “drives home the message” by involvement.
This is held by many to be an exercise in painting, not in illusion.

In other words, cubism, by giving the inside and outside, the top, bottom, back,
and front and the rest, in two dimensions, drops the illusion of perspective in favor
of instant sensory awareness of the whole. Cubism, by seizing on instant total aware-
ness, suddenly announced that the medium is the message. Is it not evident that the
moment that sequence yields to the simultaneous, one is in the world of the struc-
ture and of configuration? Is that not what has happened in physics as in painting,
poetry, and in communication? Specialized segments of attention have shifted to
total field, and we can now say, “The medium is the message” quite naturally. Before
the electric speed and total field, it was not obvious that the medium is the message.
The message, it seemed, was the “content,” as people used to ask what a painting
was about. Yet they never thought to ask what a melody was about, nor what a
house or a dress was about. In such matters, people retained some sense of the
whole pattern, of form and function as a unity. But in the electric age this integral
idea of structure and configuration has become so prevalent that educational theory
has taken up the matter. Instead of working with specialized “problems” in arith-
metic, the structural approach now follows the linea of force in the field of number
and has small children meditating about number theory and “sets.”

Cardinal Newman said of Napoleon, “He understood the grammar of gun-
powder.” Napoleon had paid some attention to other media as well, especially the
semaphore telegraph that gave him a great advantage over his enemies. He is on
record for saying that “Three hostile newspapers are more to be feared than a
thousand bayonets.”

Alexis de Tocqueville was the first to master the grammar of print and typography.
He was thus able to read off the message of coming change in France and America
as if he were reading aloud from a text that had been handed to him. In fact, the
nineteenth century in France and in America was just such an open book to de
Tocqueville because he had learned the grammar of print. So he, also, knew when
that grammar did not apply. He was asked why he did not write a book on England,
since he knew and admired England. He replied:

One would have to have an unusual degree of philosophical folly to believe oneself able
to judge England in six months. A year always seemed to me too short a time in which
to appreciate the United States properly, and it is much easier to acquire clear and
precise notions about the American Union than about Great Britain. In America all
laws derive in a sense from the same line of thought. The whole of society, so to speak,
is founded upon a single fact; everything springs from a simple principle. One could
compare America to a forest pierced by a multitude of straight roads all converging on
the same point. One has only to find the center and everything is revealed at a glance.
But in England the paths run criss-cross, and it is only by travelling down each one of
them that one can build up a picture of the whole.

De Tocqueville, in earlier work on the French Revolution, had explained how it was
the printed word that, achieving cultural saturation in the eighteenth century, had
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homogenized the French nation. Frenchmen were the same kind of people from
north to south. The typographic principles of uniformity, continuity, and lineality
had overlaid the complexities of ancient feudal and oral society. The Revolution was
carried out by the new literati and lawyers.

In England, however, such was the power of the ancient oral traditions of com-
mon law, backed by the medieval institution of Parliament, that no uniformity or
continuity of the new visual print culture could take complete hold. The result was
that the most important event in English history has never taken place; namely,
the English Revolution on the lines of the French Revolution. The American
Revolution had no medieval legal institutions to discard or to root out, apart from
monarchy. And many have held that the American Presidency has become very
much more personal and monarchical than any European monarch ever could be.

De Tocqueville’s contrast between England and America is clearly based on the
fact of typography and of print culture creating uniformity and continuity. England,
he says, has rejected this principle and clung to the dynamic or oral common-law
tradition. Hence the discontinuity and unpredictable quality of English culture.
The grammar of print cannot help to construe the message of oral and nonwritten
culture and institutions. The English aristocracy was properly classified as barbarian
by Matthew Arnold because its power and status had nothing to do with literacy or
with the cultural forms of typography. Said the Duke of Gloucester to Edward
Gibbon upon the publication of his Decline and Fall: “Another damned fat book,
eh, Mr. Gibbon? Scribble, scribble, scribble, eh, Mr. Gibbon?” De Tocqueville was
a highly literate aristocrat who was quite able to be detached from the values and
assumptions of typography. That is why he alone understood the grammar of typo-
graphy. And it is only on those terms, standing aside from any structure or medium,
that its principles and lines of force can be discerned. For any medium has the power
of imposing its own assumption on the unwary. Prediction and control consist in
avoiding this subliminal state of Narcissus trance. But the greatest aid to this end is
simply in knowing that the spell can occur immediately upon contact, as in the first
bars of a melody.

A Passage to India by E. M. Forster is a dramatic study of the inability of oral and
intuitive oriental culture to meet with the rational, visual European patterns of
experience. “Rational,” of course, has for the West long meant “uniform and con-
tinuous and sequential.” In other words, we have confused reason with literacy, and
rationalism with a single technology. Thus in the electric age man seems to the
conventional West to become irrational. In Forster’s novel the moment of truth
and dislocation from the typographic trance of the West comes in the Marabar
Caves. Adela Quested’s reasoning powers cannot cope with the total inclusive field
of resonance that is India. After the Caves: “Life went on as usual, but had no con-
sequences, that is to say, sounds did not echo nor thought develop. Everything
seemed cut off at its root and therefore infected with illusion.”

A Passage to Indin (the phrase is from Whitman, who saw America headed East-
ward) is a parable of Western man in the electric age, and is only incidentally related
to Europe or the Orient. The ultimate conflict between sight and sound, between
written and oral kinds of perception and organization of existence is upon us. Since
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understanding stops action, as Nietzsche observed, we can moderate the fierceness
of this conflict by understanding the media that extend us and raise these wars
within and without us.

Detribalization by literacy and its traumatic effects on tribal man is the theme of
a book by the psychiatrist J. C. Carothers, The African Mind in Health and Disease
(World Health Organization, Geneva, 1953). Much of his material appeared in an
article in Psychiatry magazine, November, 1959: “The Culture, Psychiatry, and the
Written Word.” Again, it is electric speed that has revealed the lines of force operat-
ing from Western technology in the remotest areas of bush, savannah, and desert.
One example is the Bedouin with his battery radio on board the camel. Submerging
natives with floods of concepts for which nothing has prepared them is the normal
action of all of our technology. But with electric media Western man himself experi-
ences exactly the same inundation as the remote native. We are no more prepared to
encounter radio and TV in our literate milieu than the native of Ghana is able to
cope with the literacy that takes him out of his collective tribal world and beaches
him in individual isolation. We are as numb in our new electric world as the native
involved in our literate and mechanical culture.

Electric speed mingles the cultures of prehistory with the dregs of industrial
marketeers, the nonliterate with semiliterate and the postliterate. Mental breakdown
of varying degrees is the very common result of uprooting and inundation with new
information and endless new patterns of information. Wyndham Lewis made this
a theme of his group of novels called The Human Age. The first of these, The
Childermass, is concerned precisely with accelerated media change as a kind of
massacre of the innocents. In our own world as we become more aware of the
effects of technology on psychic formation and manifestation, we are losing all
confidence in our right to assign guilt. Ancient prehistoric societies regard violent
crime as pathetic. The killer is regarded as we do a cancer victim. “How terrible it
must be to feel like that,” they say. J. M. Synge took up this idea very effectively in
his Playboy of the Western World.

If the criminal appears as a nonconformist who is unable to meet the demand of
technology that we behave in uniform and continuous patterns, literate man is quite
inclined to see others who cannot conform as somewhat pathetic. Especially the
child, the cripple, the woman, and the colored person appear in a world of visual
and typographic technology as victims of injustice. On the other hand, in a culture
that assigns roles instead of jobs to people — the dwarf, the skew, the child create
their own spaces. They are not expected to fit into some uniform and repeatable
niche that is not their size anyway. Consider the phrase “It’s a man’s world.” As a
quantitative observation endlessly repeated from within a homogenized culture, this
phrase refers to the men in such a culture who have to be homogenized Dagwoods
in order to belong at all. It is in our 1.Q. testing that we have produced the greatest
flood of misbegotten standards. Unaware of our typographic cultural bias, our
testers assume that uniform and continuous habits are a sign of intelligence, thus
eliminating the ear man and the tactile man.

C. P. Snow, reviewing a book of A. L. Rowse (The New York Times Book Review,
December 24, 1961) on Appeasement and the road to Munich, describes the top
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level of British brains and experience in the 1930s. “Their 1.Q.’s were much higher
than usual among political bosses. Why were they such a disaster?” The view of
Rowse, Snow approves: “They would not listen to warnings because they did not
wish to hear.” Being anti-Red made it impossible for them to read the message of
Hitler. But their failure was as nothing compared to our present one. The American
stake in literacy as a technology or uniformity applied to every level of education,
government, industry, and social life is totally threatened by the electric technology.
The threat of Stalin or Hitler was external. The electric technology is within the
gates, and we are numb, deaf, blind, and mute about its encounter with the Gutenberg
technology, on and through which the American way of life was formed. It is,
however, no time to suggest strategies when the threat has not even been acknow-
ledged to exist. I am in the position of Louis Pasteur telling doctors that their
greatest enemy was quite invisible, and quite unrecognized by them. Our conven-
tional response to all media, namely that it is how they are used that counts, is the
numb stance of the technological idiot. For the “content” of a medium is like the
juicy piece of meat carried by the burglar to distract the watchdog of the mind.
The effect of the medium is made strong and intense just because it is given another
medium as “content.” The content of a movie is a novel or a play or an opera. The
effect of the movie form is not related to its program content. The “content” of
writing or print is speech, but the reader is almost entirely unaware either of print or
of speech.

Arnold Toynbee is innocent of any understanding of media as they have shaped
history, but he is full of examples that the student of media can use. At one moment
he can seriously suggest that adult education, such as the Workers’ Educational
Association in Britain, is a useful counterforce to the popular press. Toynbee con-
siders that although all of the oriental societies have in our time accepted the
industrial technology and its political consequences: “On the cultural plane, how-
ever, there is no uniform corresponding tendency.” (Somervell, I. 267) This is like
the voice of the literate man, floundering in a milieu of ads, who boasts, “Personally,
I pay no attention to ads.” The spiritual and cultural reservations that the oriental
peoples may have toward our technology will avail them not at all. The effects of
technology do not occur at the level of opinions or concepts, but alter sense ratios
or patterns of perception steadily and without any resistance. The serious artist is the
only person able to encounter technology with impunity, just because he is an
expert aware of the changes in sense perception.

The operation of the money medium in seventeenth-century Japan had effects not
unlike the operation of typography in the West. The penetration of the money
economy, wrote G. B. Sansom (in Japan, Cresset Press, London, 1931) “caused a
slow but irresistible revolution, culminating in the breakdown of feudal govern-
ment and the resumption of intercourse with foreign countries after more than two
hundred years of seclusion.” Money has reorganized the sense life of peoples just
because it is an extension of our sense lives. This change does not depend upon
approval or disapproval of those living in the society.

Arnold Toynbee made one approach to the transforming power of media in his
concept of “etherialization,” which he holds to be the principle of progressive
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simplification and efficiency in any organization or technology. Typically, he is
ignoring the effect of the challenge of these forms upon the response of our senses.
He imagines that it is the response of our opinions that is relevant to the effect of
media and technology in society, a “point of view” that is plainly the result of the
typographic spell. For the man in a literate and homogenized society ceases to be
sensitive to the diverse and discontinuous life of forms. He acquires the illusion of
the third dimension and the “private point of view” as part of his Narcissus fixation,
and is quite shut off from Blake’s awareness or that of the Psalmist, that we become
what we behold.

Today when we want to get our bearings in our own culture, and have need to
stand aside from the bias and pressure exerted by any technical form of human
expression, we have only to visit a society where that particular form has not been
felt, or a historical period in which it was unknown. Professor Wilbur Schramm
made such a tactical move in studying Television in the Lives of Our Children. He
found areas where TV had not penetrated at all and ran some tests. Since he had
made no study of the peculiar nature of the TV image, his tests were of “content”
preferences, viewing time, and vocabulary counts. In a word, his approach to the
problem was a literary one, albeit unconsciously so. Consequently, he had nothing
to report. Had his methods been employed in 1500 A.p. to discover the effects
of the printed book in the lives of children or adults, he could have found out
nothing of the changes in human and social psychology resulting from typography.
Print created individualism and nationalism in the sixteenth century. Program and
“content” analysis offer no clues to the magic of these media or to their subliminal
charge.

Leonard Doob, in his report Communication in Africa, tells of one African who
took great pains to listen each evening to the BBC news, even though he could
understand nothing of it. Just to be in the presence of those sounds at 7 p.m. each
day was important for him. His attitude to speech was like ours to melody — the
resonant intonation was meaning enough. In the seventeenth century our ancestors
still shared this native’s attitude to the forms of media, as is plain in the following
sentiment of the Frenchman Bernard Lam expressed in The Art of Speaking (Lon-
don, 1696):

"Tis an effect of the Wisdom of God, who created Man to be happy, that whatever is
useful to his conversation (way of life) is agreeable to him . . . because all victual that
conduces to nourishment is relishable, whereas other things that cannot be assimilated
and be turned into our substance are insipid. A Discourse cannot be pleasant to the
Hearer that is not easie to the Speaker; nor can it be easily pronounced unless it be
heard with delight.

Here is an equilibrium theory of human diet and expression such as even now we are
only striving to work out again for media after centuries of fragmentation and
specialism.

Pope Pius XII was deeply concerned that there be serious study of the media
today. On February 17, 1950, he said:
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It is not an exaggeration to say that the future of modern society and the stability of its
inner life depend in large part on the maintenance of an equilibrium between the
strength of the techniques of communication and the capacity of the individual’s own
reaction.

Failure in this respect has for centuries been typical and total for mankind. Sub-
liminal and docile acceptance of media impact has made them prisons without walls
for their human users. As A. J. Liebling remarked in his book The Press, a man is not
free if he cannot see where he is going, even if he has a gun to help him get there.
For each of the media is also a powerful weapon with which to clobber other media
and other groups. The result is that the present age has been one of multiple civil
wars that are not limited to the world of art and entertainment. In War and Human
Progress, Professor J. U. Nef declared: “The total wars of our time have been the
result of a series of intellectual mistakes . ..”

If the formative power in the media are the media themselves, that raises a host of
large matters that can only be mentioned here, although they deserve volumes.
Namely, that technological media are staples or natural resources, exactly as are coal
and cotton and oil. Anybody will concede that society whose economy is dependent
upon one or two major staples like cotton, or grain, or lumber, or fish, or cattle is
going to have some obvious social patterns of organization as a result. Stress on a
few major staples creates extreme instability in the economy but great endurance in
the population. The pathos and humor of the American South are embedded in
such an economy of limited staples. For a society configured by reliance on a few
commodities accepts them as a social bond quite as much as the metropolis does the
press. Cotton and oil, like radio and TV, become “fixed charges” on the entire
psychic life of the community. And this pervasive fact creates the unique cultural
flavor of any society. It pays through the nose and all its other senses for each staple
that shapes its life.

That our human senses, of which all media are extensions, are also fixed charges
on our personal energies, and that they also configure the awareness and experience
of each one of us, may be perceived in another connection mentioned by the
psychologist C. G. Jung:

Every Roman was surrounded by slaves. The slave and his psychology flooded ancient
Ttaly, and every Roman became inwardly, and of course unwittingly, a slave. Because
living constantly in the atmosphere of slaves, he became infected through the uncon-
scious with their psychology. No one can shield himself from such an influence. (Cozn-
tributions to Analytical Psychology, London, 1928)
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The Commodity as Spectacle

Guy Debord

In societies where modern conditions of production prevail, all of life presents itself
as an immense accumulation of spectacles. Everything that was directly lived has
moved away into a representation.

2

The images detached from every aspect of life fuse in a common stream in which the
unity of this life can no longer be reestablished. Reality considered partially unfolds,
in its own general unity, as a pseudo-world apart, an object of mere contemplation.
The specialization of images of the world is completed in the world of the auto-
nomous image, where the liar has lied to himself. The spectacle in general, as the
concrete inversion of life, is the autonomous movement of the nonliving.

3

The spectacle presents itself simultaneously as all of society, as part of society, and
as instrument of unification. As a part of society it is specifically the sector which
concentrates all gazing and all consciousness. Due to the very fact that this sector is
separate, it is the common ground of the deceived gaze and of false consciousness,
and the unification it achieves is nothing but an official language of generalized
separation.

From Guy Debord, “The commodity as spectacle.” In Society of the Spectacle, paras. 1-18 and 42.
Detroit: Black & Red Books, 1977 revised edition.
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4

The spectacle is not a collection of images, but a social relation among people,
mediated by images.

5

The spectacle cannot be understood as an abuse of the world of vision, as a product
of the techniques of mass dissemination of images. It is, rather, a Weltanschanuny
which has become actual, materially translated. It is a world vision which has become
objectified.

6

The spectacle, grasped in its totality, is both the result and the project of the existing
mode of production. It is not a supplement to the real world, an additional decora-
tion. It is the heart of the unrealism of the real society. In all its specific forms, as
information or propaganda, as advertisement or direct entertainment consumption,
the spectacle is the present model of socially dominant life. It is the omnipresent
affirmation of the choice already made in production and its corollary consumption.
The spectacle’s form and content are identically the total justification of the existing
system’s conditions and goals. The spectacle is also the permanent presence of this
justification, since it occupies the main part of the time lived outside of modern
production.

7

Separation is itself part of the unity of the world, of the global social praxis split up
into reality and image. The social practice which the autonomous spectacle con-
fronts is also the real totality which contains the spectacle. But the split within this
totality mutilates it to the point of making the spectacle appear as its goal. The lan-
guage of the spectacle consists of signs of the ruling production, which at the same
time are the ultimate goal of this production.

8

One cannot abstractly contrast the spectacle to actual social activity: such a division
is itself divided. The spectacle which inverts the real is in fact produced. Lived reality
is materially invaded by the contemplation of the spectacle while simultaneously
absorbing the spectacular order, giving it positive cohesiveness. Objective reality is
present on both sides. Every notion fixed this way has no other basis than its passage
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into the opposite: reality rises up within the spectacle, and the spectacle is real. This
reciprocal alienation is the essence and the support of the existing society.

9

In a world which really is topsy-turvy, the true is a moment of the false.

10

The concept of “spectacle” unifies and explains a great diversity of apparent phe-
nomena. The diversity and the contrasts are appearances of a socially organized
appearance, the general truth of which must itself be recognized. Considered in its
own terms, the spectacle is affirmation of appearance and affirmation of all human
life, namely social life, as mere appearance. But the critique which reaches the truth
of the spectacle exposes it as the visible negation of life, as a negation of life which
has become visible.

11

To describe the spectacle, its formation, its functions and the forces which tend to
dissolve it, one must artificially distinguish certain inseparable elements. When ana-
lyzing the spectacle one speaks, to some extent, the language of the spectacular itself
in the sense that one moves through the methodological terrain of the very society
which expresses itself in the spectacle. But the spectacle is nothing other than the
sense of the total practice of a social-economic formation, its use of time. It is the
historical movement in which we are caught.

12

The spectacle presents itself as something enormously positive, indisputable and
inaccessible. It says nothing more than “that which appears is good, that which is
good appears.” The attitude which it demands in principle is passive acceptance
which in fact it already obtained by its manner of appearing without reply, by its
monopoly of appearance.

13

The basically tautological character of the spectacle flows from the simple fact that
its means are simultaneously its ends. It is the sun which never sets over the empire
of modern passivity. It covers the entire surface of the world and bathes endlessly in
its own glory.
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14

The society which rests on modern industry is not accidentally or superficially spec-
tacular, it is fundamentally speczaclist. In the spectacle, which is the image of the
ruling economy, the goal is nothing, development everything. The spectacle aims at
nothing other than itself.

15

As the indispensable decoration of the objects produced today, as the general exposé
of the rationality of the system, as the advanced economic sector which directly
shapes a growing multitude of image-objects, the spectacle is the main production of
present-day society.

16

The spectacle subjugates living men to itself to the extent that the economy has
totally subjugated them. It is no more than the economy developing for itself. It is
the true reflection of the production of things, and the false objectification of the
producers.

17

The first phase of the domination of the economy over social life brought into the
definition of all human realization the obvious degradation of being into having.
The present phase of total occupation of social life by the accumulated results of the
economy leads to a generalized sliding of having into appearing, from which all
actual “having” must draw its immediate prestige and its ultimate function. At the
same time all individual reality has become social reality directly dependent on social
power and shaped by it. It is allowed to appear only to the extent that it s not.

18

Where the real world changes into simple images, the simple images become real
beings and effective motivations of hypnotic behavior. The spectacle, as a tendency
to make one see the world by means of various specialized mediations (it can no
longer be grasped directly), naturally finds vision to be the privileged human sense
which the sense of touch was for other epochs; the most abstract, the most mystifiable
sense corresponds to the generalized abstraction of present-day society. But the
spectacle is not identifiable with mere gazing, even combined with hearing. It is that
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which escapes the activity of men, that which escapes reconsideration and correction
by their work. It is the opposite of dialogue. Wherever there is independent repre-
sentation, the spectacle reconstitutes itself. [ .. . ]

42

The spectacle is the moment when the commodity has attained the total occupation
of social life. Not only is the relation to the commodity visible but it is all one sees:
the world one sees is its world. Modern economic production extends its dictator-
ship extensively and intensively. In the least industrialized places, its reign is already
attested by a few star commodities and by the imperialist domination imposed by
regions which are ahead in the development of productivity. In the advanced re-
gions, social space is invaded by a continuous superimposition of geological layers of
commodities. At this point in the “second industrial revolution,” alienated con-
sumption becomes for the masses a duty supplementary to alienated production. It
is all the sold lnbor of a society which globally becomes the total commodity for which
the cycle must be continued. For this to be done, the total commodity has to return
as a fragment to the fragmented individual, absolutely separated from the productive
forces operating as a whole. Thus it is here that the specialized science of domina-
tion must in turn specialize: it fragments itself into sociology, psychotechnics, cyber-
netics, semiology, etc., watching over the self-regulation of every level of the process.
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Introduction: Instructions on
How to Become a General in
the Disneyland Club

Ariel Dorfman and Armand Mattelart

My dog has become a famous lifeguard and my nephews will be brigadier-

generals. To what greater honor can one aspire?
(Donald Duck, D 422)*

Baby frogs will be big frogs someday, which bring high prices on the market
... I’'m going to fix some special firog food and speed up the growth of those
little hoppers!

(Donald Duck, D 451, CS 5/60)

It would be wrong to assume that Walt Disney is merely a business man. We are all
familiar with the massive merchandising of his characters in films, watches, umbrel-
las, records, soaps, rocking chairs, neckties, lamps, etc. There are Disney strips in five
thousand newspapers, translated into more than thirty languages, spread over a
hundred countries. According to the magazine’s own publicity pufts, in Chile alone,
Disney comics reach and delight each week over a million readers. The former Zig-
Zag Company, now bizarrely converted into Pinsel Publishing Enterprise (Juvenile
Publications Company Ltd.), supplies them to a major part of the Latin American
continent. From their national base of operations, where there is so much screaming
about the trampling underfoot (the suppression, intimidation, restriction, repression,
curbing, etc.) of the liberty of the press, this consortium, controlled by financiers and
“philanthropists” of the previous Christian Democrat regime (1964-70), has just
permitted itself the luxury of converting several of its publications from biweeklies to
weekly magazines.

From Ariel Dorfman and Armand Mattelart, “Introduction: Instructions on how to become a
general in the Disneyland Club.” In How to Read Donald Duck, pp. 25-32. New York: Inter-
national General, 1971.
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Apart from his stock exchange rating, Disney has been exalted as the inviolable
common cultural heritage of contemporary man; his characters have been incorpor-
ated into every home, they hang on every wall, they decorate objects of every kind;
they constitute a little less than a social environment inviting us all to join the great
universal Disney family, which extends beyond all frontiers and ideologies, tran-
scends differences between peoples and nations, and particularities of custom and
language. Disney is the great supranational bridge across which all human beings
may communicate with each other. And amidst so much sweetness and light, the
registered trademark becomes invisible.

Disney is part — an immortal part, it would seem — of our common collective
vision. It has been observed that in more than one country Mickey Mouse is more
popular than the national hero of the day.

In Central America, AID (the U.S. Agency for International Development) —
sponsored films promoting contraception featuring the characters from “Magician of
Fantasy.” In Chile, after the earthquake of July 1971, the children of San Bernardo
sent Disneyland comics and sweets to their stricken fellow children of San Antonio.
And the year before, a Chilean women’s magazine proposed giving Disney the
Nobel Peace Prize.”

We need not be surprised, then, that any innuendo about the world of Disney
should be interpreted as an affront to morality and civilization at large. Even to
whisper anything against Walt is to undermine the happy and innocent palace of
childhood, for which he is both guardian and guide.

No sooner had the first children’s magazine been issued by the Chilean Popular
Unity Government publishing house Quimantt, than the reactionary journals sprang
to the defense of Disney:

The voice of a newscaster struck deep into the microphone of a radio station in the
capital. To the amazement of his listeners he announced that Walt Disney is to be
banned in Chile. The government propaganda experts have come to the conclusion
that Chilean children should not think, feel, love or suffer through animals.

So, in place of Scrooge McDuck, Donald and nephews, instead of Goofy and Mickey
Mouse, we children and grownups will have to get used to reading about our own
society, which, to judge from the way it is painted by the writers and panegyrists of our
age, is rough, bitter, cruel and hateful. It was Disney’s magic to be able to stress the
happy side of life, and there are always, in human society, characters who resemble
those of Disney comics.

Scrooge McDuck is the miserly millionaire of any country in the world, hoarding his
money and suffering a heart attack every time someone tries to pinch a cent off him,
but in spite of it all, capable of revealing human traits which redeem him in his
nephews’ eyes.

Donald is the eternal enemy of work and lives dependent upon his powerful uncle.
Goofy is the innocent and guileless common man, the eternal victim of his own
clumsiness, which hurts no one and is always good for a laugh.

Big Bad Wolf and Little Wolf are masterly means of teaching children pleasantly, not
hatefully, the difference between good and evil. For Big Bad Wolf himself, when he
gets a chance to gobble up the Three Little Pigs, suffers pangs of conscience and is
unable to do his wicked deed.
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And finally, Mickey Mouse is Disney in a nutshell. What human being over the last
forty years, at the mere presence of Mickey, has not felt his heart swell with emotion?
Did we not see him once as the “Sorcerer’s Apprentice” in an unforgettable cartoon
which was the delight of children and grownups, which preserved every single note of
the masterly music of Prokoviev [a reference no doubt to the music of Paul Dukas].
And what of Fantasia, that prodigious feat of cinematic art, with musicians, orchestras,
decorations, flowers, and every animate being moving to the baton of Leopold
Stokowski? And one scene, of the utmost splendor and realism, even showed elephants
executing the most elegant performance of “The Dance of the Dragonflies” [a reference
no doubt to the “Dance of the hours”].

How can one assert that children do not learn from talking animals? Have they not
been observed time and again engaging in tender dialogues with their pet dogs and
cats, while the latter adapt to their masters and show with a purr or a twitch of the ears
their understanding of the orders they are given? Are not fables full of valuable lessons
in the way animals can teach us how to behave under the most difficult circumstances?

There is one, for instance, by Tomas de Iriarte which serves as a warning against the
danger of imposing too stringent principles upon those who work for the public. The
mass does not always blindly accept what is offered to them.?

This pronouncement parrots some of the ideas prevailing in the media about child-
hood and children’s literature. Above all, there is the implication that politics cannot
enter into areas of “pure entertainment,” especially those designed for children of
tender years. Children’s games have their own rules and laws, they move, supposedly,
in an autonomous and asocial sphere like the Disney characters, with a psychology
peculiar to creatures at a “privileged” age. Inasmuch as the sweet and docile child
can be sheltered effectively from the evils of existence, from the petty rancors, the
hatreds, and the political or ideological contamination of his elders, any attempt to
politicize the sacred domaine of childhood threatens to introduce perversity where
there once reigned happiness, innocence and fantasy. Since animals are also exempt
from the vicissitudes of history and politics, they are convenient symbols of a world
beyond socio-economic realities, and the animal characters can represent ordinary
human types, common to all classes, countries and epochs. Disney thus establishes a
moral background which draws the child down the proper ethical and aesthetic
path. It is cruel and unnecessary to tear it away from its magic garden, for it is ruled
by the Laws of Mother Nature; children are just like that and the makers of comic
books, in their infinite wisdom, understand their behavior and their biologically-
determined need for harmony. Thus, to attack Disney is to reject the unquestioned
stereotype of the child, sanctified as the law in the name of the immutable human
condition.

There are antomagic* antibodies in Disney. They tend to neutralize criticism
because they are the same values already instilled into people, in the tastes, reflexes
and attitudes which inform everyday experience at all levels. Disney manages to
subject these values to the extremest degree of commercial exploitation. The poten-
tial assailer is thus condemned in advance by what is known as “public opinion,”
that is, the thinking of people who have already been conditioned by the Disney
message and have based their social and family life upon it.
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The publication of this book will of course provoke a rash of hostile comment
against the authors. To facilitate our adversaries’ task, and in order to lend uniform-
ity to their criteria, we offer the following model, which has been drawn up with due
consideration for the philosophy of the journals to which the gentlemen of the press
are so attached:

Instructions on How to Expel Someone from the
Disneyland Club

1. The authors of this book are to be defined as follows: indecent and immoral
(while Disney’s world is pure); hyper-complicated and hyper-sophisticated (while
Walt is simple, open and sincere); members of a sinister elite (while Disney is the
most popular man in the world); political agitators (while Disney is non-partisan,
above politics); calculating and embittered (while Walt D. is spontaneous, emo-
tional, loves to laugh and make laughter); subverters of youth and domestic peace
(while W. D. teaches respect for parents, love of one’s fellows and protection of the
weak); unpatriotic and antagonistic to the national spirit (while Mr Disney, being
international, represents the best and dearest of our native traditions); and finally,
cultivators of “Marxism-fiction,” a theory imported from abroad by “wicked for-
eigners”® (while Unca Walt is against exploitation and promotes the classless society
of the future).

2. Next, the authors of this book are to be accused of the very lowest of crimes:
of daring to raise doubts about the child’s imagination, that is, O horror!, to ques-
tion the right of children to have a literature of their own, which interprets them so
well, and is created on their behalf.

3. FINALLY, TO EXPEL SOMEONE FROM THE DISNEYLAND CLUB,
ACCUSE HIM REPEATEDLY OF TRYING TO BRAINWASH CHILDREN
WITH THE DOCTRINE OF COLORLESS SOCIAL REALISM, IMPOSED BY
POLITICAL COMMISSARS.

There can be no doubt that children’s literature is a genre like any other, mono-
polized by specialized subsectors within the culture industry. Some dedicate them-
selves to the adventure story, some to mystery, others to the erotic novel, etc. But at
least the latter are directed towards an amorphous public, which buys at random. In
the case of the children’s genre, however, there is a virtually biologically captive,
predetermined audience.

Children’s comics are devised by adults, whose work is determined and justified
by their idea of what a child is or should be. Often, they even cite “scientific”
sources or ancient traditions (“it is popular wisdom, dating from time immemorial™)
in order to explain the nature of the public’s needs. In reality, however, these adults
are not about to tell stories which would jeopardize the future they are planning for
their children.

So the comics show the child as a miniature adult, enjoying an idealized, gilded
infancy which is really nothing but the adult projection of some magic era beyond
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the reach of the harsh discord of daily life. It is a plan for salvation which presupposes
a primal stage within every existence, sheltered from contradictions and permitting
imaginative escape. Juvenile literature, embodying purity, spontaneity, and natural
virtue, while lacking in sex and violence, represents earthly paradise. It guarantees
man’s own redemption as an adult: as long as there are children, he will have the
pretext and means for self-gratification with the spectacle of his own dreams. In his
children’s reading, man stages and performs over and over again the supposedly
unproblematical scenes of his inner refuge. Regaling himself with his own legend, he
falls into tautology; he admires himself in the mirror, thinking it to be a window.
But the child playing down there in the garden is the purified adult looking back
at himself.

So it is the adult who produces the comics, and the child who consumes them.
The role of the apparent child actor, who reigns over this uncontaminated world, is
at once that of audience and dummy for his father’s ventriloquism. The father denies
his progeny a voice of his own, and as in any authoritarian society, he establishes
himself as the other’s sole interpreter and spokesman. All the little fellow can do is
to let his father represent him.

But wait a minute, gentlemen! Perhaps children really are like that?

Indeed, the adults set out to prove that this literature is essential to the child,
satisfying his eager demands. But this is a closed circuit: children have been condi-
tioned by the magazines and the culture which spawned them. They tend to reflect
in their daily lives the characteristics they are supposed to possess, in order to win
affection, acceptance, and rewards; in order to grow up properly and integrate into
society. The Disney world is sustained by rewards and punishments; it hides an
iron hand with the velvet glove. Considered, by definition, unfit to choose from the
alternatives available to adults, the youngsters intuit “natural” behavior, happily
accepting that their imagination be channelled into incontestable ethical and aes-
thetic ideals. Juvenile literature is justified by the children it has generated through
a vicious circle.

Thus, adults create for themselves a childhood embodying their own angelical
aspirations, which offer consolation, hope and a guarantee of a “better,” but unchang-
ing, future. This “new reality,” this autonomous realm of magic, is artfully isolated
from the reality of the everyday. Adult values are projected onto the child, as if
childhood was a special domaine where these values could be protected uncritically.
In Disney, the two strata — adult and child — are not to be considered as antagon-
istic; they fuse in a single embrace, and history becomes biology. The identity of
parent and child inhibits the emergence of true generational conflicts. The pure
child will replace the corrupt father, preserving the latter’s values. The future (the child)
reaffirms the present (the adult), which, in turn, transmits the past. The apparent
independence which the father benevolently bestows upon this little territory of his
creation, is the very means of assuring his supremacy.

But there is more: this lovely, simple, smooth, translucent, chaste and pacific region,
which has been promoted as Salvation, is unconsciously infiltrated by a multiplicity
of adult conflicts and contradictions. This transparent world is designed both to
conceal and reveal latent traces of real and painful tensions. The parent suffers this
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split consciousness without being aware of his inner turmoil. Nostalgically, he appro-
priates the “natural disposition” of the child in order to conceal the guilt arising
from his own fall from grace; it is the price of redemption for his own condition. By
the standards of his angelic model, he must judge himself guilty; as much as he
needs this land of enchantment and salvation, he could never imagine it with the
necessary purity. He could never turn into his own child. But this salvation only
offers him an imperfect escape; it can never be so pure as to block off all his real life
problems.

In juvenile literature, the adult, corroded by the trivia of everyday life blindly
defends his image of youth and innocence. Because of this, it is perhaps the best
(and least expected) place to study the disguises and truths of contemporary man.
For the adult, in protecting his dream-image of youth, hides the fear that to penetrate
it would destroy his dreams and reveal the reality it conceals.

Thus, the imagination of the child is conceived as the past and future utopin of the
adult. But set up as an inner realm of fantasy, this model of his Origin and his Ideal
Future Society lends itself to the free assimilation of all his woes. It enables the adult
to partake of his own demons, provided they have been coated in the syrup of
paradise, and that they travel there with the passport of innocence.

Mass culture has granted to contemporary man, in his constant need to visualize
the reality about him, the means of feeding on his own problems without having
to encounter all the difficulties of form and content presented by the modern art
and literature of the elite. Man is offered knowledge without commitment, a self-
colonization of his own imagination. By dominating the child, the father dominates
himself. The relationship is a sado-masochistic one, not unlike that established be-
tween Donald and his nephews. Similarly, readers find themselves caught between
their desire and their reality, and in their attempt to escape to a purer realm, they
only travel further back into their own traumas.

Mass culture has opened up a whole range of new issues. While it certainly has
had a levelling effect and has exposed a wider audience to a broader range of
themes, it has simultaneously generated a cultural elite which has cut itself oft more
and more from the masses. Contrary to the democratic potential of mass culture, this
elite has plunged mass culture into a suffocating complexity of solutions, approaches
and techniques, each of which is comprehensible only to a narrow circle of readers.
The creation of children’s culture is part of this specialization process.

Child fantasy, although created by adults, becomes the exclusive reserve of children.
The self-exiled father, once having created this specialized imaginary world, then revels
in it through the keyhole. The father must be absent, and without direct jurisdic-
tion, just as the child is without direct obligations. Coercion melts away in the magic
palace of sweet harmony and repose — the palace raised and administered at a
distance by the father, whose physical absence is designed to avoid direct confronta-
tion with his progeny. This absence is the prerequisite of his omnipresence, his total
invasion. Physical presence would be superfluous, even counterproductive, since the
whole magazine is already his projection. He shows up instead as a favorite uncle
handing out free magazines. Juvenile literature is a father surrogate. The model of
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paternal authority is at every point immanent, the implicit basis of its structure and
very existence. The natural creativity of the child, which no one in his right mind
can deny, is channelled through the apparent absence of the father into an adult-
authoritarian vision of the real world. Paternalism in absentia is the indispensable
vehicle for the defense and invisible control of the ostensibly autonomous childhood
model. The comics, like television, in all vertically structured societies, rely upon
distance as a means of authoritarian reinforcement.

The authoritarian relationship between the real life parent and child is repeated
and reinforced within the fantasy world itself, and is the basis for all relations in the
entire world of the comics. Later, we shall show how the relationship of child-
readers to the magazine they consume is generally based on and echoed in the way
the characters experience their own fantasy world within the comic. Children will
not only identify with Donald Duck because Donald’s situation relates to their own
life, but also because the way they read or the way they are exposed to it, imitates
and prefigures the way Donald Duck lives out his own problems. Fiction reinforces,
in a circular fashion, the manner in which the adult desires the comic be received
and read.

Now that we have pecked into the parent—child relationship, let us be initiated into
the Disney world, beginning with the great family of ducks and mice.

Notes

1 We use the following abbreviations: D = Disneylandia ¥ = Fantasias, TR = Tio Rico
(Scrooge McDuck), TB = Tribilin (Goofy). These magazines are published in Chile by
Empresa Editorial Zig-Zag (now Pinsel), with an average of two to four large-and medium-
sized stories per issue. We obtained all available back issues and purchased current issues
during the months following March 1971. Our sample is thus inevitably somewhat random:

Disneylandin: 185, 192, 210, 281, 292, 294, 297, 303, 329, 342, 347, 357, 364, 367,
370, 376, 377, 379, 381, 382, 383, 393,400, 401, 421, 422, 423, 424, 431, 432, 433,
434,436,437, 439, 440, 441, 443, 444, 445, 446, 447, 448, 449, 451, 452, 453, 454,
455, 457.

Tio Rico: 40, 48, 53, 57, 61, 96, 99, 106, 108, 109, 110, 111, 113, 115, 116, 117,
119, 120, 128.

Fantasins: 57, 60, 68, 82, 140, 155, 160, 165, 168, 169, 170, 173, 174, 175, 176,
177, 178.

Tribilin: 62, 65, 78, 87,92, 93, 96, 99, 100, 101, 103, 104, 106, 107.

(Translator’s Note: Stories for which I have been able to locate the U.S. originals are
coded thus: CS = (Walt Disney’s) Comics and Stories; DA = Duck Album; DD = Donald
Duck; GG = Gyro Gearloose; HDL = Huey, Dewey and Louie, Junior Woodchucks, and US
= Uncle Scrooge.

The figures following represent the original date of issue; thus 7/67 means July 1967.
Sometimes, however, when there is no monthly date, the issue number appears followed
by the year.)

2 “At the time of his death (1966), a small, informal but worldwide group was promoting
— with the covert assistance of his publicity department — his nomination for the Nobel
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Peace prize” (from Richard Schickel, The Disney Version, New York, 1968, p. 303). San
Bernardo is a working-class suburb of greater Santiago; San Antonio a port in the central
zone. (Trans.)

La Sequnda (Santiago), July 20, 1971, p. 3. This daily belongs to the Mercurio group,
which is controlled by Augustin Edwards, the major press and industrial monopolist
in Chile. The writer of the article quoted worked as Public Relations officer for the
American copper companies Braden and Kennecott. (cf. A. Mattelart, “Estructura del
poder informativo y dependencia” in “Los Medios de Communicaciéon de Masas: La
Ideologia de la Prensa Liberal en Chile” Cuadernos de la Realidad Nacional (CEREN,
Santiago), 3, Marzo de 1970).

A word-play on the advertising slogan for a washing machine, which cleans “auto-
magicamente” (automatically and magically) — Trans.

Actual words of Little Wolf (D 210).
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Base and Superstructure in
Marxist Cultural Theory

Raymond Williams

Any modern approach to a Marxist theory of culture must begin by considering the
proposition of a determining base and a determined superstructure. From a strictly
theoretical point of view this is not, in fact, where we might choose to begin. It
would be in many ways preferable if we could begin from a proposition which
originally was equally central, equally authentic: namely the proposition that social
being determines consciousness. It is not that the two propositions necessarily deny
each other or are in contradiction. But the proposition of base and superstructure,
with its figurative element, with its suggestion of a fixed and definite spatial relation-
ship, constitutes, at least in certain hands, a very specialized and at times unaccept-
able version of the other proposition. Yet in the transition from Marx to Marxism,
and in the development of mainstream Marxism itself, the proposition of the deter-
mining base and the determined superstructure has been commonly held to be the
key to Marxist cultural analysis.

It is important, as we try to analyse this proposition, to be aware that the term of
relationship which is involved, that is to say “determines”, is of great linguistic and
theoretical complexity. The language of determination and even more of determin-
ism was inherited from idealist and especially theological accounts of the world and
man. It is significant that it is in one of his familiar inversions, his contradictions of
received propositions, that Marx uses the word which becomes, in English transla-
tion, “determines” (the usual but not invariable German word is bestimmen). He is
opposing an ideology that had been insistent on the power of certain forces outside
man, or, in its secular version, on an abstract determining consciousness. Marx’s
own proposition explicitly denies this, and puts the origin of determination in men’s
own activities. Nevertheless, the particular history and continuity of the term serves
to remind us that there are, within ordinary use — and this is true of most of the
major European languages — quite different possible meanings and implications of

From Raymond Williams, “Base and superstructure in Marxist cultural theory.” In Problems in
Materialism and Culture: Selected Essays, pp. 31-49. London: Verso and NLB, 1980.
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the word “determine”. There is, on the one hand, from its theological inheritance,
the notion of an external cause which totally predicts or prefigures, indeed totally
controls a subsequent activity. But there is also, from the experience of social prac-
tice, a notion of determination as setting limits, exerting pressures.'

Now there is clearly a difference between a process of setting limits and exerting
pressures, whether by some external force or by the internal laws of a particular
development, and that other process in which a subsequent content is essentially
prefigured, predicted and controlled by a pre-existing external force. Yet it is fair to
say, looking at many applications of Marxist cultural analysis, that it is the second
sense, the notion of prefiguration, prediction or control, which has often explicitly
or implicitly been used.

Superstructure: Qualifications and Amendments

The term of relationship is then the first thing that we have to examine in this pro-
position, but we have to do this by going on to look at the related terms themselves.
“Superstructure” ( Uberbau) has had most attention. In common usage, after Marx,
it acquired a main sense of a unitary “area” within which all cultural and ideological
activities could be placed. But already in Marx himself, in the later correspondence
of Engels, and at many points in the subsequent Marxist tradition, qualifications
were made about the determined character of certain superstructural activities. The
first kind of qualification had to do with delays in time, with complications, and with
certain indirect or relatively distant relationships. The simplest notion of a super-
structure, which is still by no means entirely abandoned, had been the reflection, the
imitation or the reproduction of the reality of the base in the superstructure in a
more or less direct way. Positivist notions of reflection and reproduction of course
directly supported this. But since in many real cultural activities this relationship
cannot be found, or cannot be found without effort or even violence to the material
or practice being studied, the notion was introduced of delays in time, the famous
lags; of various technical complications; and of indirectness, in which certain kinds of
activity in the cultural sphere — philosophy, for example — were situated at a greater
distance from the primary economic activities. That was the first stage of qualification
of the notion of superstructure: in effect, an operational qualification. The second
stage was related but more fundamental, in that the process of the relationship itself
was more substantially looked at. This was the kind of reconsideration which gave
rise to the modern notion of “mediation”, in which something more than simple
reflection or reproduction — indeed something radically different from either reflec-
tion or reproduction — actively occurs. In the later twentieth century there is the
notion of “homologous structures”, where there may be no direct or easily apparent
similarity, and certainly nothing like reflection or reproduction, between the super-
structural process and the reality of the base, but in which there is an essential
homology or correspondence of structures, which can be discovered by analysis.
This is not the same notion as “mediation”; but it is the same kind of amendment
in that the relationship between the base and the superstructure is not supposed to
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be direct, nor simply operationally subject to lags and complications and indirectnesses,
but that of its nature it is not direct reproduction.

These qualifications and amendments are important. But it seems to me that what
has not been looked at with equal care is the received notion of the “base” (Basis,
Grundlage). And indeed I would argue that the base is the more important concept
to look at if we are to understand the realities of cultural process. In many uses of
the proposition of base and superstructure, as a matter of verbal habit, “the base”
has come to be considered virtually as an object, or in less crude cases, it has been
considered in essentially uniform and usually static ways. “The base” is the real social
existence of man. “The base” is the real relations of production corresponding to a
stage of development of the material productive forces. “The base” is a mode of
production at a particular stage of its development. We make and repeat proposi-
tions of this kind, but the usage is then very different from Marx’s emphasis on
productive activities, in particular structural relations, constituting the foundation of
all other activities. For while a particular stage of the development of production can
be discovered and made precise by analysis, it is never in practice either uniform or
static. It is indeed one of the central propositions of Marx’s sense of history that
there are deep contradictions in the relationships of production and in the con-
sequent social relationships. There is therefore the continual possibility of the dynamic
variation of these forces. Moreover, when these forces are considered, as Marx always
considers them, as the specific activities and relationships of real men, they mean
something very much more active, more complicated and more contradictory than
the developed metaphorical notion of “the base” could possibly allow us to realize.

The Base and the Productive Forces

So we have to say that when we talk of “the base”, we are talking of a process and
not a state. And we cannot ascribe to that process certain fixed properties for
subsequent translation to the variable processes of the superstructure. Most people
who have wanted to make the ordinary proposition more reasonable have concen-
trated on refining the notion of superstructure. But I would say that each term of
the proposition has to be revalued in a particular direction. We have to revalue
“determination” towards the setting of limits and the exertion of pressure, and away
from a predicted, prefigured and controlled content. We have to revalue “super-
structure” towards a related range of cultural practices, and away from a reflected,
reproduced or specifically dependent content. And, crucially, we have to revalue
“the base” away from the notion of a fixed economic or technological abstraction,
and towards the specific activities of men in real social and economic relationships,
containing fundamental contradictions and variations and therefore always in a state
of dynamic process.

It is worth observing one further implication behind the customary definitions.
“The base” has come to include, especially in certain twentieth-century develop-
ments, a strong and limiting sense of basic industry. The emphasis on heavy indus-
try, even, has played a certain cultural role. And this raises a more general problem,
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for we find ourselves forced to look again at the ordinary notion of “productive
forces”. Clearly what we are examining in the base is primary productive forces. Yet
some very crucial distinctions have to be made here. It is true that in his analysis of
capitalist production Marx considered “productive work” in a very particular and
specialized sense corresponding to that mode of production. There is a difficult
passage in the Grundrisse in which he argues that while the man who makes a piano
is a productive worker, there is a real question whether the man who distributes the
piano is also a productive worker; but he probably is, since he contributes to the
realization of surplus value. Yet when it comes to the man who plays the piano,
whether to himself or to others, there is no question: he is not a productive worker
at all. So piano-maker is base, but pianist superstructure. As a way of considering
cultural activity, and incidentally the economics of modern cultural activity, this is
very clearly a dead-end. But for any theoretical clarification it is crucial to recognize
that Marx was there engaged in an analysis of a particular kind of production, that is
capitalist commodity production. Within his analysis of this mode, he had to give to
the notion of “productive labour” and “productive forces” a specialized sense of
primary work on materials in a form which produced commodities. But this has
narrowed remarkably, and in a cultural context very damagingly, from his more
central notion of productive forces, in which, to give just brief reminders, the most
important thing a worker ever produces is himself, himself in the fact of that kind of
labour, or the broader historical emphasis of men producing themselves, themselves
and their history. Now when we talk of the base, and of primary productive forces,
it matters very much whether we are referring, as in one degenerate form of this
proposition became habitual, to primary production within the terms of capitalist
economic relationships, or to the primary production of society itself, and of men
themselves, the material production and reproduction of real life. If we have the
broad sense of productive forces, we look at the whole question of the base differ-
ently, and we are then less tempted to dismiss as superstructural, and in that sense as
merely secondary, certain vital productive social forces, which are in the broad sense,
from the beginning, basic.

Uses of Totality

Yet, because of the difficulties of the ordinary proposition of base and superstruc-
ture, there was an alternative and very important development, an emphasis primarily
associated with Lukdcs, on a social “totality”. The totality of social practices was
opposed to this layered notion of base and a consequent superstructure. This con-
cept of a totality of practices is compatible with the notion of social being determin-
ing consciousness, but it does not necessarily interpret this process in terms of a base
and a superstructure. Now the language of totality has become common, and it is
indeed in many ways more acceptable than the notion of base and superstructure.
But with one very important reservation. It is very easy for the notion of totality to
empty of its essential content the original Marxist proposition. For if we come to say
that society is composed of a large number of social practices which form a concrete
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social whole, and if we give to each practice a certain specific recognition, adding only
that they interact, relate and combine in very complicated ways, we are at one level
much more obviously talking about reality, but we are at another level withdrawing
from the claim that there is any process of determination. And this I, for one, would
be very unwilling to do. Indeed, the key question to ask about any notion of totality
in cultural theory is this: whether the notion of totality includes the notion of
intention.

If totality is simply concrete, if it is simply the recognition of a large variety of
miscellaneous and contemporaneous practices, then it is essentially empty of any
content that could be called Marxist. Intention, the notion of intention, restores the
key question, or rather the key emphasis. For while it is true that any society is a
complex whole of such practices, it is also true that any society has a specific organ-
ization, a specific structure, and that the principles of this organization and structure
can be seen as directly related to certain social intentions, intentions by which we
define the society, intentions which in all our experience have been the rule of a
particular class. One of the unexpected consequences of the crudeness of the base/
superstructure model has been the too easy acceptance of models which appear less
crude — models of totality or of a complex whole — but which exclude the facts of
social intention, the class character of a particular society and so on. And this reminds
us of how much we lose if we abandon the superstructural emphasis altogether.
Thus I have great difficulty in seeing processes of art and thought as superstructural
in the sense of the formula as it is commonly used. But in many areas of social and
political thought — certain kinds of ratifying theory, certain kinds of law, certain
kinds of institution, which after all in Marx’s original formulations were very much
part of the superstructure — in all that kind of social apparatus, and in a decisive area
of political and ideological activity and construction, if we fail to see a superstructural
element we fail to recognize reality at all. These laws, constitutions, theories, ideo-
logies, which are so often claimed as natural, or as having universal validity or
significance, simply have to be seen as expressing and ratifying the domination of a
particular class. Indeed the difficulty of revising the formula of base and superstruc-
ture has had much to do with the perception of many militants — who have to fight
such institutions and notions as well as fighting economic battles — that if these
institutions and their ideologies are not perceived as having that kind of dependent
and ratifying relationship, if their claims to universal validity or legitimacy are not
denied and fought, then the class character of the society can no longer be seen.
And this has been the effect of some versions of totality as the description of cultural
process. Indeed I think we can properly use the notion of totality only when we
combine it with that other crucial Marxist concept of “hegemony”.

The Complexity of Hegemony
It is Gramsci’s great contribution to have emphasized hegemony, and also to have

understood it at a depth which is, I think, rare. For hegemony supposes the existence
of something which is truly total, which is not merely secondary or superstructural,
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like the weak sense of ideology, but which is lived at such a depth, which saturates
the society to such an extent, and which, as Gramsci put it, even constitutes the
substance and limit of common sense for most people under its sway, that it cor-
responds to the reality of social experience very much more clearly than any notions
derived from the formula of base and superstructure. For if ideology were merely
some abstract, imposed set of notions, if our social and political and cultural ideas
and assumptions and habits were merely the result of specific manipulation, of a kind
of overt training which might be simply ended or withdrawn, then the society would
be very much easier to move and to change than in practice it has ever been or is.
This notion of hegemony as deeply saturating the consciousness of a society seems
to me to be fundamental. And hegemony has the advantage over general notions of
totality, that it at the same time emphasizes the facts of domination.

Yet there are times when I hear discussions of hegemony and feel that it too, as a
concept, is being dragged back to the relatively simple, uniform and static notion
which “superstructure” in ordinary use had become. Indeed I think that we have to
give a very complex account of hegemony if we are talking about any real social
formation. Above all we have to give an account which allows for its elements of real
and constant change. We have to emphasize that hegemony is not singular; indeed that
its own internal structures are highly complex, and have continually to be renewed,
recreated and defended; and by the same token, that they can be continually challenged
and in certain respects modified. That is why instead of speaking simply of “the
hegemony”, “a hegemony”, I would propose a model which allows for this kind of
variation and contradiction, its sets of alternatives and its processes of change.

For one thing that is evident in some of the best Marxist cultural analysis is
that it is very much more at home in what one might call epochal questions than in
what one has to call historical questions. That is to say, it is usually very much better
at distinguishing the large features of different epochs of society, as commonly
between feudal and bourgeois, than at distinguishing between different phases of
bourgeois society, and different moments within these phases: that true historical
process which demands a much greater precision and delicacy of analysis than
the always striking epochal analysis which is concerned with main lineaments and
features.

The theoretical model which I have been trying to work with is this. I would say
first that in any society, in any particular period, there is a central system of practices,
meanings and values, which we can properly call dominant and effective. This im-
plies no presumption about its value. All I am saying is that it is central. Indeed I
would call it a corporate system, but this might be confusing, since Gramsci uses
“corporate” to mean the subordinate as opposed to the general and dominant
clements of hegemony. In any case what I have in mind is the central, effective and
dominant system of meanings and values, which are not merely abstract but which
are organized and lived. That is why hegemony is not to be understood at the level
of mere opinion or mere manipulation. It is a whole body of practices and expecta-
tions; our assignments of energy, our ordinary understanding of the nature of man
and of his world. It is a set of meanings and values which as they are experienced as
practices appear as reciprocally confirming. It thus constitutes a sense of reality for
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most people in the society, a sense of absolute because experienced reality beyond
which it is very difficult for most members of the society to move, in most areas of
their lives. But this is not, except in the operation of a moment of abstract analysis,
in any sense a static system. On the contrary we can only understand an effective and
dominant culture if we understand the real social process on which it depends: I
mean the process of incorporation. The modes of incorporation are of great social
significance. The educational institutions are usually the main agencies of the trans-
mission of an effective dominant culture, and this is now a major economic as well
as a cultural activity; indeed it is both in the same moment. Moreover, at a philo-
sophical level, at the true level of theory and at the level of the history of various
practices, there is a process which I call the selective tradition: that which, within the
terms of an effective dominant culture, is always passed oft as “zhe tradition”, “the
significant past”. But always the selectivity is the point; the way in which from a
whole possible area of past and present, certain meanings and practices are chosen
for emphasis, certain other meanings and practices are neglected and excluded. Even
more crucially, some of these meanings and practices are reinterpreted, diluted, or
put into forms which support or at least do not contradict other elements within the
effective dominant culture. The processes of education; the processes of a much
wider social training within institutions like the family; the practical definitions and
organization of work; the selective tradition at an intellectual and theoretical level:
all these forces are involved in a continual making and remaking of an effective
dominant culture, and on them, as experienced, as built into our living, its reality
depends. If what we learn there were merely an imposed ideology, or if it were only
the isolable meanings and practices of the ruling class, or of a section of the ruling
class, which gets imposed on others, occupying merely the top of our minds, it
would be — and one would be glad — a very much easier thing to overthrow.

It is not only the depths to which this process reaches, selecting and organizing
and interpreting our experience. It is also that it is continually active and adjusting;
it isn’t just the past, the dry husks of ideology which we can more casily discard.
And this can only be so, in a complex society, if it is something more substantial and
more flexible than any abstract imposed ideology. Thus we have to recognize the
alternative meanings and values, the alternative opinions and attitudes, even some
alternative senses of the world, which can be accommodated and tolerated within a
particular effective and dominant culture. This has been much under-emphasized in
our notions of a superstructure, and even in some notions of hegemony. And the
under-emphasis opens the way for retreat to an indifferent complexity. In the prac-
tice of politics, for example, there are certain truly incorporated modes of what are
nevertheless, within those terms, real oppositions, that are felt and fought out. Their
existence within the incorporation is recognizable by the fact that, whatever the
degree of internal conflict or internal variation, they do not in practice go beyond
the limits of the central effective and dominant definitions. This is true, for example,
of the practice of parliamentary politics, though its internal oppositions are real. It is
true about a whole range of practices and arguments, in any real society, which can
by no means be reduced to an ideological cover, but which can nevertheless be
properly analysed as in my sense corporate, if we find that, whatever the degree of
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internal controversy and variation, they do not in the end exceed the limits of the
central corporate definitions.

But if we are to say this, we have to think again about the sources of that which
is not corporate; of those practices, experiences, meanings, values which are not part
of the effective dominant culture. We can express this in two ways. There is clearly
something that we can call alternative to the effective dominant culture, and there is
something else that we can call oppositional, in a true sense. The degree of existence
of these alternative and oppositional forms is itself a matter of constant historical
variation in real circumstances. In certain societies it is possible to find areas of social
life in which quite real alternatives are at least left alone. (If they are made available,
of course, they are part of the corporate organization.) The existence of the possibil-
ity of opposition, and of its articulation, its degree of openness, and so on, again
depends on very precise social and political forces. The facts of alternative and
oppositional forms of social life and culture, in relation to the effective and domin-
ant culture, have then to be recognized as subject to historical variation, and as
having sources which are very significant as a fact about the dominant culture itself.

Residual and Emergent Cultures

I have next to introduce a further distinction, between residual and emergent forms,
both of alternative and of oppositional culture. By “residual” I mean that some
experiences, meanings and values, which cannot be verified or cannot be expressed
in terms of the dominant culture, are nevertheless lived and practised on the basis of
the residue — cultural as well as social — of some previous social formation. There is
a real case of this in certain religious values, by contrast with the very evident
incorporation of most religious meanings and values into the dominant system. The
same is true, in a culture like Britain, of certain notions derived from a rural past,
which have a very significant popularity. A residual culture is usually at some dis-
tance from the effective dominant culture, but one has to recognize that, in real
cultural activities, it may get incorporated into it. This is because some part of it,
some version of it — and especially if the residue is from some major area of the past
— will in many cases have had to be incorporated if the effective dominant culture is
to make sense in those areas. It is also because at certain points a dominant culture
cannot allow too much of this kind of practice and experience outside itself, at least
without risk. Thus the pressures are real, but certain genuinely residual meanings
and practices in some important cases survive.

By “emergent” I mean, first, that new meanings and values, new practices, new
significances and experiences, are continually being created. But there is then a
much earlier attempt to incorporate them, just because they are part — and yet not
a defined part — of effective contemporary practice. Indeed it is significant in our
own period how very early this attempt is, how alert the dominant culture now is
to anything that can be seen as emergent. We have then to see, first, as it were
a temporal relation between a dominant culture and on the one hand a residual
and on the other hand an emergent culture. But we can only understand this if we
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can make distinctions, that usually require very precise analysis, between residual-
incorporated and residual not incorporated. It is an important fact about any par-
ticular society, how far it reaches into the whole range of human practices and
experiences in an attempt at incorporation. It may be true of some earlier phases of
bourgeois society, for example, that there were some areas of experience which it
was willing to dispense with, which it was prepared to assign as the sphere of private
or artistic life, and as being no particular business of society or the state. This went
along with certain kinds of political tolerance, even if the reality of that tolerance
was malign neglect. But I am sure it is true of the society that has come into
existence since the last war, that progressively, because of developments in the social
character of labour, in the social character of communications, and in the social
character of decision, it extends much further than ever before in capitalist society
into certain hitherto resigned areas of experience and practice and meaning. Thus
the effective decision, as to whether a practice is alternative or oppositional, is often
now made within a very much narrower scope. There is a simple theoretical distinc-
tion between alternative and oppositional, that is to say between someone who
simply finds a different way to live and wishes to be left alone with it, and someone
who finds a different way to live and wants to change the society in its light. This is
usually the difference between individual and small-group solutions to social crisis
and those solutions which properly belong to political and ultimately revolution-
ary practice. But it is often a very narrow line, in reality, between alternative and
oppositional. A meaning or a practice may be tolerated as a deviation, and yet still be
seen only as another particular way to live. But as the necessary area of effective
dominance extends, the same meanings and practices can be seen by the dominant
culture, not merely as disregarding or despising it, but as challenging it.

Now it is crucial to any Marxist theory of culture that it can give an adequate
explanation of the sources of these practices and meanings. We can understand,
from an ordinary historical approach, at least some of the sources of residual mean-
ings and practices. These are the results of earlier social formations, in which certain
real meanings and values were generated. In the subsequent default of a particular
phase of a dominant culture, there is then a reaching back to those meanings and
values which were created in real societies in the past, and which still seem to have
some significance because they represent areas of human experience, aspiration and
achievement, which the dominant culture under-values or opposes, or even cannot
recognize. But our hardest task, theoretically, is to find a non-metaphysical and non-
subjectivist explanation of emergent cultural practice. Moreover, part of our answer
to this question bears on the process of persistence of residual practices.

Class and Human Practice

We have indeed one source to hand from the central body of Marxist theory.
We have the formation of a new class, the coming to consciousness of a new class.
This remains, without doubt, quite centrally important. Of course, in itself, this
process of formation complicates any simple model of base and superstructure. It
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also complicates some of the ordinary versions of hegemony, although it was Gramsci’s
whole purpose to see and to create by organization that hegemony of a proletarian
kind which would be capable of challenging the bourgeois hegemony. We have then
one central source of new practice, in the emergence of a new class. But we have
also to recognize certain other kinds of source, and in cultural practice some of these
are very important. I would say that we can recognize them on the basis of this
proposition: that no mode of production, and therefore no dominant society or
order of society, and therefore no dominant culture, in reality exhausts the full range
of human practice, human energy, human intention (this range is not the inventory
of some original “human nature” but, on the contrary, is that extraordinary range of
variations, both practised and imagined, of which human beings are and have shown
themselves to be capable). Indeed it seems to me that this emphasis is not merely a
negative proposition, allowing us to account for certain things which happen outside
the dominant mode. On the contrary, it is a fact about the modes of domination
that they select from and consequently exclude the full range of actual and possible
human practice. The difficulties of human practice outside or against the dominant
mode are, of course, real. It depends very much whether it is in an area in which the
dominant class and the dominant culture have an interest and a stake. If the interest
and the stake are explicit, many new practices will be reached for, and if possible
incorporated, or else extirpated with extraordinary vigour. But in certain areas, there
will be in certain periods practices and meanings which are not reached for. There
will be areas of practice and meaning which, almost by definition from its own
limited character, or in its profound deformation, the dominant culture is unable in
any real terms to recognize. This gives us a bearing on the observable difference
between, for example, the practices of a capitalist state and a state like the contem-
porary Soviet Union in relation to writers. Since from the whole Marxist tradition
literature was seen as an important activity, indeed a crucial activity, the Soviet state
is very much sharper in investigating areas where different versions of practice,
different meanings and values, are being attempted and expressed. In capitalist
practice, if the thing is not making a profit, or if it is not being widely circulated,
then it can for some time be overlooked, at least while it remains alternative. When
it becomes oppositional in an explicit way, it does, of course, get approached or
attacked.

I am saying then that in relation to the full range of human practice at any one
time, the dominant mode is a conscious selection and organization. At least in its
fully formed state it is conscious. But there are always sources of actual human
practice which it neglects or excludes. And these can be different in quality from the
developing and articulate interests of a rising class. They can include, for example,
alternative perceptions of others, in immediate personal relationships, or new per-
ceptions of material and media, in art and science, and within certain limits these
new perceptions can be practised. The relations between the two kinds of source —
the emerging class and either the dominatively excluded or the more generally new
practices — are by no means necessarily contradictory. At times they can be very
close, and on the relations between them much in political practice depends. But
culturally and as a matter of theory the areas can be seen as distinct.
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Now if we go back to the cultural question in its most usual form — what are the
relations between art and society, or literature and society? — in the light of the
preceding discussion, we have to say first that there are no relations between literat-
ure and society in that abstracted way. The literature is there from the beginning as
a practice in the society. Indeed until it and all other practices are present, the
society cannot be seen as fully formed. A society is not fully available for analysis
until each of its practices is included. But if we make that emphasis we must make a
corresponding emphasis: that we cannot separate literature and art from other kinds
of social practice, in such a way as to make them subject to quite special and distinct
laws. They may have quite specific features as practices, but they cannot be separated
from the general social process. Indeed one way of emphasizing this is to say, to
insist, that literature is not restricted to operating in any one of the sectors I have
been seeking to describe in this model. It would be easy to say, it is a familiar
rhetoric, that literature operates in the emergent cultural sector, that it represents
the new feelings, the new meanings, the new values. We might persuade ourselves of
this theoretically, by abstract argument, but when we read much literature, over the
whole range, without the sleight-of-hand of calling Literature only that which we
have already selected as embodying certain meanings and values at a certain scale
of intensity, we are bound to recognize that the act of writing, the practices of
discourse in writing and speech, the making of novels and poems and plays and
theories, all this activity takes place in all areas of the culture.

Literature appears by no means only in the emergent sector, which is always, in
fact, quite rare. A great deal of writing is of a residual kind, and this has been deeply
true of much English literature in the last half-century. Some of its fundamental
meanings and values have belonged to the cultural achievements of long-past stages
of society. So widespread is this fact, and the habits of mind it supports, that in
many minds “literature” and “the past” acquire a certain identity, and it is then said
that there is now no literature: all that glory is over. Yet most writing, in any period,
including our own, is a form of contribution to the effective dominant culture.
Indeed many of the specific qualities of literature — its capacity to embody and enact
and perform certain meanings and values, or to create in single particular ways what
would be otherwise merely general truths — enable it to fulfil this effective function
with great power. To literature, of course, we must add the visual arts and music,
and in our own society the powerful arts of film and of broadcasting. But the
general theoretical point should be clear. If we are looking for the relations between
literature and society, we cannot either separate out this one practice from a formed
body of other practices, nor when we have identified a particular practice can we
give it a uniform, static and ahistorical relation to some abstract social formation.
The arts of writing and the arts of creation and performance, over their whole range,
are parts of the cultural process in all the different ways, the different sectors, that I
have been seeking to describe. They contribute to the effective dominant culture
and are a central articulation of it. They embody residual meanings and values, not
all of which are incorporated, though many are. They express also and significantly
some emergent practices and meanings, yet some of these may eventually be incor-
porated, as they reach people and begin to move them. Thus it was very evident in
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the sixties, in some of the emergent arts of performance, that the dominant culture
reached out to transform, or seek to transform, them. In this process, of course, the
dominant culture itself changes, not in its central formation, but in many of its
articulated features. But then in a modern society it must always change in this way,
if it is to remain dominant, if it is still to be felt as in real ways central in all our many
activities and interests.

Critical Theory as Consumption

What then are the implications of this general analysis for the analysis of particular
works of art? This is the question towards which most discussion of cultural theory
seems to be directed: the discovery of a method, perhaps even a methodology,
through which particular works of art can be understood and described. I would not
myself agree that this is the central use of cultural theory, but let us for a moment
consider it. What seems to me very striking is that nearly all forms of contemporary
critical theory are theories of comsumption. That is to say, they are concerned with
understanding an object in such a way that it can profitably or correctly be con-
sumed. The earliest stage of consumption theory was the theory of “taste”, where
the link between the practice and the theory was direct in the metaphor. From taste
there came the more elevated notion of “sensibility”, in which it was the consump-
tion by sensibility of elevated or insightful works that was held to be the essential
practice of reading, and critical activity was then a function of this sensibility. There
were then more developed theories, in the 1920s with I. A. Richards, and later in
New Criticism, in which the effects of consumption were studied directly. The
language of the work of art as object then became more overt. “What eftect does
this work (‘the poem” as it was ordinarily described) have on me?” Or, “what impact
does it have on me?”, as it was later to be put in a much wider area of communica-
tion studies. Naturally enough, the notion of the work of art as object, as text, as an
isolated artefact, became central in all these later consumption theories. It was not
only that the practices of production were then overlooked, though this fused with
the notion that most important literature anyway was from the past. The real social
conditions of production were in any case neglected because they were believed to
be at best secondary. The true relationship was seen always as between the taste, the
sensibility or the training of the reader and this isolated work, this object “as in itself
it really is”, as most people came to put it. But the notion of the work of art as
object had a further large theoretical effect. If you ask questions about the work of
art seen as object, they may include questions about the components of its produc-
tion. Now, as it happened, there was a use of the formula of base and superstructure
which was precisely in line with this. The components of a work of art were the real
activities of the base, and you could study the object to discover these components.
Sometimes you even studied the components and then projected the object. But in
any case the relationship that was looked for was one between an object and its
components. But this was not only true of Marxist suppositions of a base and a
superstructure. It was true also of various kinds of psychological theory, whether in
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the form of archetypes, or the images of the collective unconscious, or the myths
and symbols which were seen as the components of particular works of art. Or again
there was biography, or psychobiography and its like, where the components were in
the man’s life and the work of art was an object in which components of this kind
were discovered. Even in some of the more rigorous forms of New Criticism and of
structuralist criticism, this essential procedure of regarding the work as an object
which has to be reduced to its components, even if later it may be reconstituted,
came to persist.

Objects and Practices

Now I think the true crisis in cultural theory, in our own time, is between this view
of the work of art as object and the alternative view of art as a practice. Of course it
is at once argued that the work of art s an object: that various works have survived
from the past, particular sculptures, particular paintings, particular buildings, and
these are objects. This is of course true, but the same way of thinking is applied to
works which have no such singular existence. There is no Hamlet, no Brothers
Karamazov, no Wuthering Heights, in the sense that there is a particular great
painting. There is no Fifth Symphony, there is no work in the whole area of music
and dance and performance, which is an object in any way comparable to those
works in the visual arts which have survived. And yet the habit of treating all such
works as objects has persisted because this is a basic theoretical and practical presup-
position. But in literature (especially in drama), in music and in a very wide area of
the performing arts, what we permanently have are not objects but notations. These
notations have then to be interpreted in an active way, according to the particular
conventions. But indeed this is true over an even wider field. The relationship
between the making of a work of art and its reception is always active, and subject to
conventions, which in themselves are forms of (changing) social organization and
relationship, and this is radically different from the production and consumption of
an object. It is indeed an activity and a practice, and in its accessible forms, although
it may in some arts have the character of a singular object, it is still only accessible
through active perception and interpretation. This makes the case of notation, in
arts like drama and literature and music, only a special case of a much wider truth.
What this can show us here about the practice of analysis is that we have to break
from the common procedure of isolating the object and then discovering its com-
ponents. On the contrary we have to discover the nature of a practice and then its
conditions.

Often these two procedures may in part resemble each other, but in many other
cases they are of radically different kinds, and I would conclude with an observation
on the way this distinction bears on the Marxist tradition of the relation between
primary economic and social practices, and cultural practices. If we suppose that
what is produced in cultural practice is a series of objects, we shall, as in most
current forms of sociological-critical procedure, set about discovering their compon-
ents. Within a Marxist emphasis these components will be from what we have been
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in the habit of calling the base. We then isolate certain features which we can so to
say recognize in component form, or we ask what processes of transformation or
mediation these components have gone through before they arrived in this accessible
state.

But I am saying that we should look not for the components of a product but for
the conditions of a practice. When we find ourselves looking at a particular work, or
group of works, often realizing, as we do so, their essential community as well as
their irreducible individuality, we should find ourselves attending first to the reality
of their practice and the conditions of the practice as it was then executed. And from
this I think we ask essentially different questions. Take for example the way in which
an object — “a text” — is related to a genre, in orthodox criticism. We identify it by
certain leading features, we then assign it to a larger category, the genre, and then
we may find the components of the genre in a particular social history (although in
some variants of criticism not even that is done, and the genre is supposed to be
some permanent category of the mind).

It is not that way of proceeding that is now required. The recognition of the
relation of a collective mode and an individual project — and these are the only
categories that we can initially presume — is a recognition of related practices. That
is to say, the irreducibly individual projects that particular works are, may come in
experience and in analysis to show resemblances which allow us to group them into
collective modes. These are by no means always genres. They may exist as resemb-
lances within and across genres. They may be the practice of a group in a period,
rather than the practice of a phase in a genre. But as we discover the nature of a
particular practice, and the nature of the relation between an individual project and
a collective mode, we find that we are analysing, as two forms of the same process,
both its active composition and its conditions of composition, and in either direc-
tion this is a complex of extending active relationships. This means, of course, that
we have no built-in procedure of the kind which is indicated by the fixed character
of an object. We have the principles of the relations of practices, within a discoverably
intentional organization, and we have the available hypotheses of dominant, residual
and emergent. But what we are actively seeking is the true practice which has been
alienated to an object, and the true conditions of practice — whether as literary
conventions or as social relationships — which have been alienated to components or
to mere background.

As a general proposition this is only an emphasis, but it seems to me to suggest at
once the point of break and the point of departure, in practical and theoretical work,
within an active and self-renewing Marxist cultural tradition.

Note

1 For a further discussion of the range of meanings in “determine” see Raymond Williams,
Keywords (London, 1976), pp. 87-91.
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(i) From Culture to Hegemony;
(ii) Subculture:
The Unnatural Break

Dick Hebdige

(i) From Culture to Hegemony

Culture

Culture: cultivation, tending, in Christian authors, worship; the action or
practice of cultivating the soil; tillage, husbandry; the cultivation or rearing of
certain animals (e.g. fish); the artificial development of microscopic organisms,
organisms so produced; the cultivating or development (of the mind, faculties,
manners), improvement or refinement by education and training; the condi-
tion of being trained or refined; the intellectual side of civilization; the pro-
secution or special attention or study of any subject or pursuit.

— Oxford English Dictionary

Culture is a notoriously ambiguous concept as the above definition demonstrates.
Refracted through centuries of usage, the word has acquired a number of quite
different, often contradictory, meanings. Even as a scientific term, it refers both to a
process (artificial development of microscopic organisms) and a product (organisms
so produced). More specifically, since the end of the eighteenth century, it has been
used by English intellectuals and literary figures to focus critical attention on a
whole range of controversial issues. The “quality of life”, the effects in human terms
of mechanization, the division of labour and the creation of a mass society have all
been discussed within the larger confines of what Raymond Williams has called the
“Culture and Society” debate (Williams, 1961). It was through this tradition of
dissent and criticism that the dream of the “organic society” — of society as an
integrated, meaningful whole — was largely kept alive. The dream had two basic

From Dick Hebdige, “From culture to hegemony” and “Subculture: The unnatural break.” In
Subculture: The Meaning of Style, pp. 5-19 and 90-9. New York and London: Routledge, 1979.
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trajectories. One led back to the past and to the feudal ideal of a hierarchically ordered
community. Here, culture assumed an almost sacred function. Its “harmonious
perfection” (Arnold, 1868) was posited against the Wasteland of contemporary life.

The other trajectory, less heavily supported, led towards the future, to a socialist
Utopia where the distinction between labour and leisure was to be annulled. Two
basic definitions of culture emerged from this tradition, though these were by no
means necessarily congruent with the two trajectories outlined above. The first — the
one which is probably most familiar to the reader — was essentially classical and
conservative. It represented culture as a standard of aesthetic excellence: “the best
that has been thought and said in the world” (Arnold, 1868), and it derived from
an appreciation of “classic” aesthetic form (opera, ballet, drama, literature, art). The
second, traced back by Williams to Herder and the eighteenth century (Williams,
1976), was rooted in anthropology. Here the term “culture” referred to a

particular way of life which expresses certain meanings and values not only in art and
learning, but also in institutions and ordinary behaviour. The analysis of culture, from
such a definition, is the clarification of the meanings and values implicit and explicit in
a particular way of life, a particular culture. (Williams, 1965)

This definition obviously had a much broader range. It encompassed, in T. S. Eliot’s
words,

all the characteristic activities and interests of a people. Derby Day, Henley Regatta,
Cowes, the 12th of August, a cup final, the dog races, the pin table, the dart-board,
Wensleydale cheese, boiled cabbage cut into sections, beetroot in vinegar, 19th Century
Gothic churches, the music of Elgar. . . . (Eliot, 1948)

As Williams noted, such a definition could only be supported if a new theoretical
initiative was taken. The theory of culture now involved the “study of relationships
between elements in a whole way of life” (Williams, 1965). The emphasis shifted
from immutable to historical criteria, from fixity to transformation:

an emphasis [which] from studying particular meanings and values seeks not so much
to compare these, as a way of establishing a scale, but by studying their modes of
change to discover certain general causes or “trends” by which social and cultural
developments as a whole can be better understood. (Williams, 1965)

Williams was, then, proposing an altogether broader formulation of the relationships
between culture and society, one which through the analysis of “particular meanings
and values” sought to uncover the concealed fundamentals of history; the “general
causes” and broad social “trends” which lie behind the manifest appearances of an
“everyday life”.

In the early years, when it was being established in the universities, Cultural
Studies sat rather uncomfortably on the fence between these two conflicting defini-
tions — culture as a standard of excellence, culture as a “whole way of life” — unable
to determine which represented the most fruitful line of enquiry. Richard Hoggart
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and Raymond Williams portrayed working-class culture sympathetically in wistful
accounts of prescholarship boyhoods — Leeds for Hoggart (1958), a Welsh mining
village for Williams (1960) — but their work displayed a strong bias towards liter-
ature and literacy' and an equally strong moral tone. Hoggart deplored the way in
which the traditional working-class community — a community of tried and tested
values despite the dour landscape in which it had been set — was being undermined
and replaced by a “Candy Floss World” of thrills and cheap fiction which was
somehow bland and sleazy. Williams tentatively endorsed the new mass communica-
tions but was concerned to establish aesthetic and moral criteria for distinguishing
the worthwhile products from the “trash”; the jazz — “a real musical form” — and
the football — “a wonderful game” — from the “rape novel, the Sunday strip paper
and the latest Tin Pan drool” (Williams, 1965). In 1966 Hoggart laid down the
basic premises upon which Cultural Studies were based:

First, without appreciating good literature, no one will really understand the nature of
society, second, literary critical analysis can be applied to certain social phenomena
other than “academically respectable” literature (for example, the popular arts, mass
communications) so as to illuminate their meanings for individuals and their societies.
(Hoggart, 1966)

The implicit assumption that it still required a literary sensibility to “read” society
with the requisite subtlety, and that the two ideas of culture could be ultimately
reconciled was also, paradoxically, to inform the early work of the French writer,
Roland Barthes, though here it found validation in a method — semiotics — a way of
reading signs (Hawkes, 1977).

Barthes: Myths and Signs

Using models derived from the work of the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure?
Barthes sought to expose the arbitrary nature of cultural phenomena, to uncover
the latent meanings of an everyday life which, to all intents and purposes, was
“perfectly natural”. Unlike Hoggart, Barthes was not concerned with distinguishing
the good from the bad in modern mass culture, but rather with showing how a// the
apparently spontaneous forms and rituals of contemporary bourgeois societies are
subject to a systematic distortion, liable at any moment to be dehistoricized, “natur-
alized”, converted into myth:

The whole of France is steeped in this anonymous ideology: our press, our films, our
theatre, our pulp literature, our rituals, our Justice, our diplomacy, our conversations,
our remarks about the weather, a murder trial, a touching wedding, the cooking we
dream of, the garments we wear, everything in everyday life is dependent on the
representation which the bourgeoisie has and makes us have of the relations between
men and the world. (Barthes, 1972)

Like Eliot, Barthes’ notion of culture extends beyond the library, the opera-house
and the theatre to encompass the whole of everyday life. But this everyday life is for



from Subculture: The Meaning of Style 147

Barthes overlaid with a significance which is at once more insidious and more
systematically organized. Starting from the premise that “myth is a type of speech”,
Barthes set out in Mythologies to examine the normally hidden set of rules, codes and
conventions through which meanings particular to specific social groups (i.e. those
in power) are rendered universal and “given” for the whole of society. He found in
phenomena as disparate as a wrestling match, a writer on holiday, a tourist-guide
book, the same artificial nature, the same ideological core. Each had been exposed
to the same prevailing rhetoric (the rhetoric of common sense) and turned into
myth, into a mere element in a “second-order semiological system” (Barthes, 1972).
(Barthes uses the example of a photograph in Paris-Match of a Negro soldier salut-
ing the French flag, which has a first and second order connotation: (1) a gesture of
loyalty, but also (2) “France is a great empire, and all her sons, without colour
discrimination, faithfully serve under her flag”.)

Barthes’ application of a method rooted in linguistics to other systems of discourse
outside language (fashion, film, food, etc.) opened up completely new possibilities
for contemporary cultural studies. It was hoped that the invisible seam between lan-
guage, experience and reality could be located and prised open through a semiotic
analysis of this kind: that the gulf between the alienated intellectual and the “real”
world could be rendered meaningful and, miraculously, at the same time, be made
to disappear. Moreover, under Barthes’ direction, semiotics promised nothing less than
the reconciliation of the two conflicting definitions of culture upon which Cultural
Studies was so ambiguously posited — a marriage of moral conviction (in this case,
Barthes” Marxist beliefs) and popular themes: the study of a society’s total way
of life.

This is not to say that semiotics was easily assimilable within the Cultural Studies
project. Though Barthes shared the literary preoccupations of Hoggart and Williams,
his work introduced a new Marxist “problematic”® which was alien to the British
tradition of concerned and largely untheorized “social commentary”. As a result, the
old debate seemed suddenly limited. In E. P. Thompson’s words it appeared to reflect
the parochial concerns of a group of “gentlemen amateurs”. Thompson sought to
replace Williams” definition of the theory of culture as “a theory of relations between
elements in a whole way of life” with his own more rigorously Marxist formulation:
“the study of relationships in a whole way of conflict”. A more analytical framework
was required; a new vocabulary had to be learned. As part of this process of theoriza-
tion, the word “ideology” came to acquire a much wider range of meanings than
had previously been the case. We have seen how Barthes found an “anonymous
ideology” penetrating every possible level of social life, inscribed in the most mun-
dane of rituals, framing the most casual social encounters. But how can ideology be
“anonymous”, and how can it assume such a broad significance? Before we attempt any
reading of subcultural style, we must first define the term “ideology” more precisely.

Ideoloygy: A Lived Relation

In The German Ideology, Marx shows how the basis of the capitalist economic
structure (surplus value, neatly defined by Godelier as “Profit . . .is unpaid work”
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(Godelier, 1970)) is hidden from the consciousness of the agents of production.
The failure to see through appearances to the real relations which underlie them
does not occur as the direct result of some kind of masking operation consciously
carried out by individuals, social groups or institutions. On the contrary, ideology by
definition thrives beneath consciousness. It is here, at the level of “normal common
sense”, that ideological frames of reference are most firmly sedimented and most
effective, because it is here that their ideological nature is most effectively concealed.
As Stuart Hall puts it:

It is precisely its “spontancous” quality, its transparency, its “naturalness”, its refusal to
be made to examine the premises on which it is founded, its resistance to change or to
correction, its effect of instant recognition, and the closed circle in which it moves
which makes common sense, at one and the same time, “spontancous”, ideological and
unconscious. You cannot learn, through common sense, how things are: you can only
discover where they fit into the existing scheme of things. In this way, its very taken-for-
grantedness is what establishes it as a medium in which its own premises and presupposi-
tions are being rendered invisible by its apparent transparency. (Hall, 1977)

Since ideology saturates everyday discourse in the form of common sense, it
cannot be bracketed off from everyday life as a self-contained set of “political opin-
ions” or “biased views”. Neither can it be reduced to the abstract dimensions of a
“world view” or used in the crude Marxist sense to designate “false consciousness”.
Instead, as Louis Althusser has pointed out:

ideology has very little to do with “consciousness”. . .. It is profoundly unconscious.
... Ideology is indeed a system of representation, but in the majority of cases these
representations have nothing to do with “consciousness”: they are usually images and
occasionally concepts, but it is above all as structures that they impose on the vast
majority of men, not via their “consciousness”. They are perceived-accepted-suffered
cultural objects and they act functionally on men via a process that escapes them.
(Althusser, 1969)

Although Althusser is here referring to structures like the family, cultural and political
institutions, etc., we can illustrate the point quite simply by taking as our example
a physical structure. Most modern institutes of education, despite the apparent
neutrality of the materials from which they are constructed (red brick, white tile,
etc.) carry within themselves implicit ideological assumptions which are literally
structured into the architecture itself. The categorization of knowledge into arts and
sciences is reproduced in the faculty system which houses different disciplines in
different buildings, and most colleges maintain the traditional divisions by devoting
a separate floor to each subject. Moreover, the hierarchical relationship between
teacher and taught is inscribed in the very lay-out of the lecture theatre where the
seating arrangements — benches rising in tiers before a raised lectern — dictate the
flow of information and serve to “naturalize” professorial authority. Thus, a whole
range of decisions about what is and what is not possible within education have been
made, however unconsciously, before the content of individual courses is even decided.
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These decisions help to set the limits not only on what is taught but on how it is
taught. Here the buildings literally reproduce in concrete terms prevailing (ideo-
logical) notions about what education is and it is through this process that the
educational structure, which can, of course, be altered, is placed beyond question
and appears to us as a “given” (i.e. as immutable). In this case, the frames of our
thinking have been translated into actual bricks and mortar.

Social relations and processes are then appropriated by individuals only through
the forms in which they are represented to those individuals. These forms are, as we
have seen, by no means transparent. They are shrouded in a “common sense” which
simultaneously validates and mystifies them. It is precisely these “perceived-accepted-
suffered cultural objects” which semiotics sets out to “interrogate” and decipher. All
aspects of culture possess a semiotic value, and the most taken-for-granted phenomena
can function as signs: as elements in communication systems governed by semantic
rules and codes which are not themselves directly apprehended in experience. These
signs are, then, as opaque as the social relations which produce them and which they
re-present. In other words, there is an ideological dimension to every signification:

A sign does not simply exist as part of reality — it reflects and refracts another reality.
Therefore it may distort that reality or be true to it, or may perceive it from a special
point of view, and so forth. Every sign is subject to the criteria of ideological evalu-
ation. . . . The domain of ideology coincides with the domain of signs. They equate
with one another. Whenever a sign is present, ideology is present too. Everything
ideological possesses a semiotic value. (Volosinov, 1973)

To uncover the ideological dimension of signs we must first try to disentangle the
codes through which meaning is organized. “Connotative” codes are particularly
important. As Stuart Hall has argued, they “...cover the face of social life and
render it classifiable, intelligible, meaningful” (Hall, 1977). He goes on to describe
these codes as “maps of meaning” which are of necessity the product of selection.
They cut across a range of potential meanings, making certain meanings available
and ruling others out of court. We tend to live inside these maps as surely as we live
in the “real” world: they “think” us as much as we “think” them, and this in itself
is quite “natural”. All human societies 7eproduce themselves in this way through a
process of “naturalization”. It is through this process — a kind of inevitable reflex of
all social life — that particular sets of social relations, particular ways of organizing
the world appear to us as if they were universal and timeless. This is what Althusser
(1971a) means when he says that “ideology has no history” and that ideology in this
general sense will always be an “essential element of every social formation” (Althusser
and Balibar, 1968).

However, in highly complex societies like ours, which function through a finely
graded system of divided (i.e. specialized) labour, the crucial question has to do with
which specific ideologies, representing the interests of which specific groups and
classes will prevail at any given moment, in any given situation. To deal with this
question, we must first consider how power is distributed in our society. That is, we
must ask which groups and classes have how much say in defining, ordering and
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classifying out the social world. For instance, if we pause to reflect for a moment, it
should be obvious that access to the means by which ideas are disseminated in our
society (i.e. principally the mass media) is 7ot the same for all classes. Some groups
have more say, more opportunity to make the rules, to organize meaning, while
others are less favourably placed, have less power to produce and impose their
definitions of the world on the world.

Thus, when we come to look beneath the level of “ideology-in-general” at the
way in which specific ideologies work, how some gain dominance and others remain
marginal, we can see that in advanced Western democracies the ideological field is
by no means neutral. To return to the “connotative” codes to which Stuart Hall
refers we can see that these “maps of meaning” are charged with a potentially
explosive significance because they are traced and re-traced along the lines laid down
by the dominant discourses about reality, the dominant ideologies. They thus tend
to represent, in however obscure and contradictory a fashion, the interests of the
dominant groups in society.

To understand this point we should refer to Marx:

The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas, i.e. the class which is
the ruling material force of society is at the same time its ruling intellectual force. The
class which has the means of material production at its disposal, has control at the same
time over the means of mental production, so that generally speaking, the ideas of
those who lack the means of mental production are subject to it. The ruling ideas are
nothing more than the ideal expression of the dominant material relationships grasped
as ideas; hence of the relationships which make the one class the ruling class, therefore
the ideas of its dominance. (Marx and Engels, 1970)

This is the basis of Antonio Gramsci’s theory of hegemony which provides the most
adequate account of how dominance is sustained in advanced capitalist societies.

Hegemony: The Moving Equilibrium

Society cannot share a common communication system so long as it is split
into warring classes.
— Brecht, A Short Organum for the Theatre

The term hegemony refers to a situation in which a provisional alliance of certain
social groups can exert “total social authority” over other subordinate groups, not
simply by coercion or by the direct imposition of ruling ideas, but by “winning and
shaping consent so that the power of the dominant classes appears both legitimate
and natural” (Hall, 1977). Hegemony can only be maintained so long as the dom-
inant classes “succeed in framing all competing definitions within their range” (Hall,
1977), so that subordinate groups are, if not controlled; then at least contained
within an ideological space which does not seem at all “ideological”: which appears
instead to be permanent and “natural”, to lie outside history, to be beyond particular
interests (see Social Trends, no. 6, 1975).
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This is how, according to Barthes, “mythology” performs its vital function of
naturalization and normalization and it is in his book Mytholggies that Barthes demon-
strates most forcefully the full extension of these normalized forms and meanings.
However, Gramsci adds the important proviso that hegemonic power, precisely
because it requires the consent of the dominated majority, can never be permanently
exercised by the same alliance of “class fractions”. As has been pointed out, “Hege-
mony . . . is not universal and ‘given’ to the continuing rule of a particular class. It
has to be won, reproduced, sustained. Hegemony is, as Gramsci said, a ‘moving
equilibrium’ containing relations of forces favourable or unfavourable to this or that
tendency” (Hall et al., 1976a).

In the same way, forms cannot be permanently normalized. They can always be
deconstructed, demystified, by a “mythologist” like Barthes. Moreover commodities
can be symbolically “repossessed” in everyday life, and endowed with implicitly
oppositional meanings, by the very groups who originally produced them. The
symbiosis in which ideology and social order, production and reproduction, are
linked is then neither fixed nor guaranteed. It can be prised open. The consensus
can be fractured, challenged, overruled, and resistance to the groups in dominance
cannot always be lightly dismissed or automatically incorporated. Although, as Lefebvre
has written, we live in a society where “. .. objects in practice become signs and
signs objects and a second nature takes the place of the first — the initial layer of
perceptible reality” (Lefebvre, 1971), there are, as he goes on to affirm, always
“objections and contradictions which hinder the closing of the circuit” between sign
and object, production and reproduction.

We can now return to the meaning of youth subcultures, for the emergence of
such groups has signalled in a spectacular fashion the breakdown of consensus in the
postwar period. In the following chapters we shall see that it is precisely objections
and contradictions of the kind which Lefebvre has described that find expression in
subculture. However, the challenge to hegemony which subcultures represent is not
issued directly by them. Rather it is expressed obliquely, in style. The objections are
lodged, the contradictions displayed (and, as we shall see, “magically resolved”) at
the profoundly superficial level of appearances: that is, at the level of signs. For the
sign-community, the community of myth-consumers, is not a uniform body. As
Volosinov has written, it is cut through by class:

Class does not coincide with the sign community, i.e. with the totality of users of the
same set of signs of ideological communication. Thus various different classes will use
one and the same language. As a result, differently oriented accents intersect in every
ideological sign. Sign becomes the arena of the class struggle. (Volosinov, 1973)

The struggle between different discourses, different definitions and meanings within
ideology is therefore always, at the same time, a struggle within signification: a
struggle for possession of the sign which extends to even the most mundane arcas of
everyday life. To turn once more to the examples used in the Introduction, to the
safety pins and tubes of vaseline, we can see that such commodities are indeed open
to a double inflection: to “illegitimate” as well as “legitimate” uses. These “humble
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objects” can be magically appropriated; “stolen” by subordinate groups and made to
carry “secret” meanings: meanings which express, in code, a form of resistance to
the order which guarantees their continued subordination.

Style in subculture is, then, pregnant with significance. Its transformations go
“against nature”, interrupting the process of “normalization”. As such, they are
gestures, movements towards a speech which offends the “silent majority”, which
challenges the principle of unity and cohesion, which contradicts the myth of con-
sensus. Our task becomes, like Barthes’, to discern the hidden messages inscribed in
code on the glossy surfaces of style, to trace them out as “maps of meaning” which
obscurely re-present the very contradictions they are designed to resolve or conceal.

Academics who adopt a semiotic approach are not alone in reading significance into
the loaded surfaces of life. The existence of spectacular subcultures continually opens
up those surfaces to other potentially subversive readings. Jean Genet, the archetype
of the “unnatural” deviant, again exemplifies the practice of resistance through style.
He is as convinced in his own way as is Roland Barthes of the ideological character
of cultural signs. He is equally oppressed by the seamless web of forms and mean-
ings which encloses and yet excludes him. His reading is equally partial. He makes
his own list and draws his own conclusions:

I was astounded by so rigorous an edifice whose details were united against me.
Nothing in the world is irrelevant: the stars on a general’s sleeve, the stock-market
quotations, the olive harvest, the style of the judiciary, the wheat exchange, the flower-
beds, . . . Nothing. This order . .. had a meaning — my exile. (Genet, 1967)

It is this alienation from the deceptive “innocence” of appearances which gives the
teds, the mods, the punks and no doubt future groups of as yet unimaginable
“deviants” the impetus to move from man’s second “false nature” (Barthes, 1972)
to a genuinely expressive artifice; a truly subterranean style. As a symbolic violation
of the social order, such a movement attracts and will continue to attract attention,
to provoke censure and to act, as we shall see, as the fundamental bearer of signific-
ance in subculture.

No subculture has sought with more grim determination than the punks to
detach itself from the taken-for-granted landscape of normalized forms, nor to bring
down upon itself such vehement disapproval. We shall begin therefore with the
moment of punk and we shall return to that moment throughout the course of this
book. It is perhaps appropriate that the punks, who have made such large claims for
illiteracy, who have pushed profanity to such startling extremes, should be used to
test some of the methods for “reading” signs evolved in the centuries-old debate on
the sanctity of culture. [ ... ]

(ii) Subculture: The Unnatural Break

I felt unclean for about 48 hours.
— G.L.C. councillor after seeing a concert by the Sex Pistols,
reported New Musical Express, 18 July 1977
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[ Language is] of all social institutions, the least amenable to initiative. It blends
with the life of society, and the latter, inert by nature, is a prime conservative
force.

— Saussure, 1974

Subcultures represent “noise” (as opposed to sound): interference in the orderly
sequence which leads from real events and phenomena to their representation in the
media. We should therefore not underestimate the signifying power of the spectacular
subculture not only as a metaphor for potential anarchy “out there” but as an actual
mechanism of semantic disorder: a kind of temporary blockage in the system of
representation. As John Mepham (1972) has written:

Distinctions and identities may be so deeply embedded in our discourse and thought
about the world whether this be because of their role in our practical lives, or because
they are cognitively powerful and are an important aspect of the way in which we
appear to make sense of our experience, that the theoretical challenge to them can be
quite startling.

Any elision, truncation or convergence of prevailing linguistic and ideological
categories can have profoundly disorienting eftects. These deviations briefly expose
the arbitrary nature of the codes which underlie and shape all forms of discourse.
As Stuart Hall (1974) has written (here in the context of explicitly political
deviance):

New . . . developments which are both dramatic and “meaningless” within the consen-
sually validated norms, pose a challenge to the normative world. They render problem-
atic not only how the . . . world is defined, but how it ought to be. They “breach our
expectancies”. . . .

Notions concerning the sanctity of language are intimately bound up with ideas of
social order. The limits of acceptable linguistic expression are prescribed by a number
of apparently universal taboos. These taboos guarantee the continuing “transpar-
ency” (the taken-for-grantedness) of meaning.

Predictably then, violations of the authorized codes through which the social
world is organized and experienced have considerable power to provoke and disturb.
They are generally condemned, in Mary Douglas’ words (1967), as “contrary to
holiness” and Lévi-Strauss has noted how, in certain primitive myths, the mispro-
nunciation of words and the misuse of language are classified along with incest as
horrendous aberrations capable of “unleashing storm and tempest” (Lévi-Strauss,
1969). Similarly, spectacular subcultures express forbidden contents (consciousness
of class, consciousness of difference) in forbidden forms (transgressions of sartorial
and behavioural codes, law breaking, etc.). They are profane articulations, and they
are often and significantly defined as “unnatural”. The terms used in the tabloid
press to describe those youngsters who, in their conduct or clothing, proclaim sub-
cultural membership (“freaks”, “animals . . . who find courage, like rats, in hunting
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in packs”) would seem to suggest that the most primitive anxieties concerning the
sacred distinction between nature and culture can be summoned up by the emer-
gence of such a group. No doubt, the breaking of rules is confused with the
“absence of rules” which, according to Lévi-Strauss (1969), “seems to provide
the surest criteria for distinguishing a natural from a cultural process”. Certainly,
the official reaction to the punk subculture, particularly to the Sex Pistols’ use of
“foul language” on television® and record®, and to the vomiting and spitting
incidents at Heathrow Airport” would seem to indicate that these basic taboos are
no less deeply sedimented in contemporary British society.

Two Forms of Incorporation

Has not this society, glutted with aestheticism, already integrated former
romanticisms, surrealism, existentialism and even Marxism to a point? It has,
indeed, through trade, in the form of commodities. That which yesterday was
reviled today becomes cultural consumer-goods, consumption thus engulfs
what was intended to give meaning and direction.

— Lefebvre, 1971

We have seen how subcultures “breach our expectancies”, how they represent
symbolic challenges to a symbolic order. But can subcultures always be effectively
incorporated and if so, how? The emergence of a spectacular subculture is invariably
accompanied by a wave of hysteria in the press. This hysteria is typically ambivalent:
it fluctuates between dread and fascination, outrage and amusement. Shock and
horror headlines dominate the front page (e.g. “Rotten Razored”, Daily Mirror, 28
June 1977) while, inside the editorials positively bristle with “serious” commentary®
and the centrespreads or supplements contain delirious accounts of the latest fads
and rituals (see, for example, Observer colour supplements 30 January, 10 July 1977,
12 February 1978). Style in particular provokes a double response: it is alternately
celebrated (in the fashion page) and ridiculed or reviled (in those articles which
define subcultures as social problems).

In most cases, it is the subculture’s stylistic innovations which first attract the
media’s attention. Subsequently deviant or “anti-social” acts — vandalism, swearing,
fighting, “animal behaviour” — are “discovered” by the police, the judiciary, the
press; and these acts are used to “explain” the subculture’s original transgression of
sartorial codes. In fact, either deviant behaviour or the identification of a distinctive
uniform (or more typically a combination of the two) can provide the catalyst for a
moral panic. In the case of the punks, the media’s sighting of punk style virtually
coincided with the discovery or invention of punk deviance. The Daily Mirror ran
its first series of alarmist centrespreads on the subculture, concentrating on the
bizarre clothing and jewellery during the week (29 Nov-3 Dec 1977) in which the
Sex Pistols exploded into the public eye on the Thames Today programme. On
the other hand, the mods, perhaps because of the muted character of their style,
were not identified as a group until the Bank Holiday clashes of 1964, although the
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subculture was, by then, fully developed, at least in London. Whichever item opens
the amplifying sequence, it invariably ends with the simultaneous diffusion and
defusion of the subcultural style.

As the subculture begins to strike its own eminently marketable pose, as its
vocabulary (both visual and verbal) becomes more and more familiar, so the refer-
ential context to which it can be most conveniently assigned is made increasingly
apparent. Eventually, the mods, the punks, the glitter rockers can be incorporated,
brought back into line, located on the preferred “map of problematic social reality”
(Geertz, 1964) at the point where boys in lipstick are “just kids dressing up”, where
girls in rubber dresses are “daughters just like yours” (see pp. 98-9; 158-9, n. 8).
The media, as Stuart Hall (1977) has argued, not only record resistance, they
“situate it within the dominant framework of meanings” and those young people
who choose to inhabit a spectacular youth culture are simultaneously returned,
as they are represented on T.V. and in the newspapers, to the place where com-
mon sense would have them fit (as “animals” certainly, but also “in the family”,
“out of work”, “up to date”, etc.). It is through this continual process of recupera-
tion that the fractured order is repaired and the subculture incorporated as a divert-
ing spectacle within the dominant mythology from which it in part emanates: as
“folk devil”, as Other, as Enemy. The process of recuperation takes two characteristic
forms:

1. the conversion of subcultural signs (dress, music, etc.) into mass-produced objects
(i.e. the commodity form);

2. the “labelling” and re-definition of deviant behaviour by dominant groups — the
police, the media, the judiciary (i.e. the ideological form).

The Commodity Form

The first has been comprehensively handled by both journalists and academics.
The relationship between the spectacular subculture and the various industries
which service and exploit it is notoriously ambiguous. After all, such a subculture
is concerned first and foremost with consumption. It operates exclusively in the
leisure sphere (“I wouldn’t wear my punk outfit for work — there’s a time and a
place for everything” (see note 11)). It communicates through commodities even if
the meanings attached to those commodities are purposefully distorted or over-
thrown. It is therefore difficult in this case to maintain any absolute distinction
between commercial exploitation on the one hand and creativity/originality on
the other, even though these categories are emphatically opposed in the value
systems of most subcultures. Indeed, the creation and diffusion of new styles is
inextricably bound up with the process of production, publicity and packaging
which must inevitably lead to the defusion of the subculture’s subversive power —
both mod and punk innovations fed back directly into high fashion and mainstream
fashion. Each new subculture establishes new trends, generates new looks and
sounds which feed back into the appropriate industries. As John Clarke (1976b) has
observed:



156 Dick Hebdige

The diftusion of youth styles from the subcultures to the fashion market is not simply
a “cultural process”, but a real network or infrastructure of new kinds of commercial
and economic institutions. The small-scale record shops, recording companies, the
boutiques and one- or two-woman manufacturing companies — these versions of artisan
capitalism, rather than more generalised and unspecific phenomena, situate the dialectic
of commercial “manipulation”.

However, it would be mistaken to insist on the absolute autonomy of “cultural”
and commercial processes. As Lefebvre (1971) puts it: “Trade is . . . both a social
and an intellectual phenomenon”, and commodities arrive at the market-place already
laden with significance. They are, in Marx’s words (1970), “social hieroglyphs™ and
their meanings are inflected by conventional usage.

Thus, as soon as the original innovations which signify “subculture” are translated
into commodities and made generally available, they become “frozen”. Once re-
moved from their private contexts by the small entrepreneurs and big fashion inter-
ests who produce them on a mass scale, they become codified, made comprehensible,
rendered at once public property and profitable merchandise. In this way, the two
forms of incorporation (the semantic/ideological and the “real” /commercial) can
be said to converge on the commodity form. Youth cultural styles may begin by
issuing symbolic challenges, but they must inevitably end by establishing new sets of
conventions; by creating new commodities, new industries or rejuvenating old ones
(think of the boost punk must have given haberdashery!). This occurs irrespective of
the subculture’s political orientation: the macrobiotic restaurants, craft shops and
“antique markets” of the hippie era were easily converted into punk boutiques and
record shops. It also happens irrespective of the startling content of the style: punk
clothing and insignia could be bought mail-order by the summer of 1977, and in
September of that year Cosmopolitan ran a review of Zandra Rhodes’ latest collec-
tion of couture follies which consisted entirely of variations on the punk theme.
Models smouldered beneath mountains of safety pins and plastic (the pins were
jewelled, the “plastic” wet-look satin) and the accompanying article ended with an
aphorism — “To shock is chic” — which presaged the subculture’s imminent demise.

The Ideological Form

The second form of incorporation — the ideological — has been most adequately
treated by those sociologists who operate a transactional model of deviant behavi-
our. For example, Stan Cohen has described in detail how one particular moral
panic (surrounding the mod-rocker conflict of the mid-60s) was launched and
sustained.'® Although this type of analysis can often provide an extremely sophistic-
ated explanation of why spectacular subcultures consistently provoke such hysterical
outbursts, it tends to overlook the subtler mechanisms through which potentially
threatening phenomena are handled and contained. As the use of the term “folk
devil” suggests, rather too much weight tends to be given to the sensational excesses
of the tabloid press at the expense of the ambiguous reactions which are, after all,
more typical. As we have seen, the way in which subcultures are represented in the
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media makes them both more and less exotic than they actually are. They are seen to
contain both dangerous aliens and boisterous kids, wild animals and wayward pets.
Roland Barthes furnishes a key to this paradox in his description of “identification”
— one of the seven rhetorical figures which, according to Barthes, distinguish the
meta-language of bourgeois mythology. He characterizes the petit-bourgeois as a
person “. .. unable to imagine the Other . .. the Other is a scandal which threatens
his existence” (Barthes, 1972).

Two basic strategies have been evolved for dealing with this threat. First, the
Other can be trivialized, naturalized, domesticated. Here, the difference is simply
denied (“Otherness is reduced to sameness”). Alternatively, the Other can be trans-
formed into meaningless exotica, a “pure object, a spectacle, a clown” (Barthes,
1972). In this case, the difference is consigned to a place beyond analysis. Spectacu-
lar subcultures are continually being defined in precisely these terms. Soccer hooli-
gans, for example, are typically placed beyond “the bounds of common decency”
and are classified as “animals”. (“These people aren’t human beings”, football club
manager quoted on the News at Ten, Sunday, 12 March 1977.) (See Stuart Hall’s
treatment of the press coverage of football hooligans in Football Hooliganism (edited
by Roger Ingham, 1978).) On the other hand, the punks tended to be resituated by
the press in the family, perhaps because members of the subculture deliberately
obscured their origins, refused the family and willingly played the part of folk devil,
presenting themselves as pure objects, as villainous clowns. Certainly, like every
other youth culture, punk was perceived as a threat to the family. Occasionally this
threat was represented in literal terms. For example, the Daily Mirror (1 August
1977) carried a photograph of a child lying in the road after a punk—-ted confronta-
tion under the headline “vICTIM OF THE PUNK ROCK PUNCH-UP: THE BOY WHO
FELL FOUL OF THE MOB”. In this case, punk’s threat to the family was made “real”
(that could be my child!) through the ideological framing of photographic evidence
which is popularly regarded as unproblematic.

None the less, on other occasions, the opposite line was taken. For whatever
reason, the inevitable glut of articles gleefully denouncing the latest punk outrage
was counterbalanced by an equal number of items devoted to the small details of
punk family life. For instance, the 15 October 1977 issue of Woman’s Own carried
an article entitled “Punks and Mothers” which stressed the classless, fancy dress
aspects of punk."! Photographs depicting punks with smiling mothers, reclining
next to the family pool, playing with the family dog, were placed above a text
which dwelt on the ordinariness of individual punks: “It’s not as rocky horror as
it appears” ... “punk can be a family affair” ... “punks as it happens are non-
political”, and, most insidiously, albeit accurately, “Johnny Rotten is as big a house-
hold name as Hughie Green”. Throughout the summer of 1977, the People and the
News of the World ran items on punk babies, punk brothers, and punk—ted weddings.
All these articles served to minimize the Otherness so stridently proclaimed in punk
style, and defined the subculture in precisely those terms which it sought most
vehemently to resist and deny.

Once again, we should avoid making any absolute distinction between the ideo-
logical and commercial “manipulations” of subculture. The symbolic restoration of
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daughters to the family, of deviants to the fold, was undertaken at a time when the
widespread “capitulation” of punk musicians to market forces was being used through-
out the media to illustrate the fact that punks were “only human after all”. The
music papers were filled with the familiar success stories describing the route from
rags to rags and riches — of punk musicians flying to America, of bank clerks become
magazine editors or record producers, of harassed seamstresses turned overnight
into successful business women. Of course, these success stories had ambiguous
implications. As with every other “youth revolution” (e.g., the beat boom, the mod
explosion and the Swinging Sixties) the relative success of a few individuals created
an impression of energy, expansion and limitless upward mobility. This ultimately
reinforced the image of the open society which the very presence of the punk
subculture — with its rhetorical emphasis on unemployment, high-rise living and
narrow options — had originally contradicted. As Barthes (1972) has written: “myth
can always, as a last resort, signify the resistance which is brought to bear against it”
and it does so typically by imposing its own ideological terms, by substituting in this
case “the fairy tale of the artist’s creativity”'? for an art form “within the compass of
every consciousness”,'* a “music” to be judged, dismissed or marketed for “noise” —
a logically consistent, self-constituted chaos. It does so finally by replacing a sub-
culture engendered by history, a product of real historical contradictions, with a
handful of brilliant nonconformists, satanic geniuses who, to use the words of Sir
John Read, Chairman of EMI “become in the fullness of time, wholly acceptable

and can contribute greatly to the development of modern music”.'*

Notes

1 Although Williams had posited a new, broader definition of culture, he intended this to
complement rather than contradict earlier formulations:

It seems to me that there is value in each of these kinds of definition . .. the
degree to which we depend, in our knowledge of many past societies and past
stages of our own, on the body of intellectual and imaginative work which has
retained its major communicative power, makes the description of culture in these
terms if not complete, then at least reasonable . . . there are elements in the “ideal”
definition which . .. seem to me valuable. (Williams, 1965)

2 In his Course in General Linguistics (1974), Saussure stressed the arbitrary nature of
the linguistic sign. For Saussure, language is a system of mutually related values, in
which arbitrary “signifiers” (e.g., words) are linked to equally arbitrary “signifieds”
(“concepts . . . negatively defined by their relations with other terms in the system”) to
form signs. These signs together constitute a system. Each element is defined through
its position within the relevant system — its relation to other elements — through the
dialectics of identity and difference. Saussure postulated that other systems of significance
(e.g., fashion, cookery) might be studied in a similar way, and that eventually linguistics
would form part of a more general science of signs — a semiology.

3 The fashionable status of this word has in recent years contributed to its indiscriminate
use. I intend here the very precise meaning established by Louis Althusser: “the problem-
atic of a word or concept consists of the theoretical or ideological framework within
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which that word or concept can be used to establish, determine and discuss a particular
range of issues and a particular kind of problem” (Althusser and Balibar, 1968; see also
Bennett, 1979).

This was part of a speech made by Dr George Simpson, a Margate magistrate, after
the mod-rocker clashes of Whitsun 1964. For sociologists of deviance, this speech has
become #he classic example of rhetorical overkill and deserves quoting in full: “These
long-haired, mentally unstable, petty little hoodlums, these sawdust Caesars who can
only find courage like rats, in hunting in packs” (quoted in Cohen, 1972).

On 1 December 1976 the Sex Pistols appeared on the Thames twilight programme
Today. During the course of the interview with Bill Grundy they used the words “sod”,
“bastard” and “fuck”. The papers carried stories of jammed switchboards, shocked par-
ents, etc., and there were some unusual refinements. The Daily Mirror (2 December)
contained a story about a lorry driver who had been so incensed by the Sex Pistols’
performance that he had kicked in the screen of his colour television: “I can swear as well
as anyone, but I don’t want this sort of muck coming into my home at teatime.”

The police brought an unsuccessful action for obscenity against the Sex Pistols after their
first LD Never Mind the Bollocks was released in 1977.

On 4 January 1977 the Sex Pistols caused an incident at Heathrow Airport by spitting
and vomiting in front of airline staff. The Evening News quoted a check-in desk girl as
saying: “The group are the most revolting people I have ever seen in my life. They were
disgusting, sick and obscene.” Two days after this incident was reported in the news-
papers, EMI terminated the group’s contract.

The 1 August 1977 edition of the Daily Mirror contained just such an example of
dubious editorial concern. Giving “serious” consideration to the problem of ted—punk
violence along the King’s Road, the writer makes the obvious comparison with the
seaside disturbances of the previous decade: “[The clashes] must not be allowed to grow
into the pitched battles like the mods and rockers confrontations at several seaside towns
a few years back.” Moral panics can be recycled; even the same events can be recalled in
the same prophetic tones to mobilise the same sense of outrage.

“The characters that stamp products as commodities, and whose establishment is a
necessary preliminary to the circulation of commodities, have already acquired the
stability of natural, self-understood forms of social life before man seeks to decipher,
not their historical character, for in his eyes they are immutable, but their meaning”
(Marx and Engels, 1970).

The definitive study of a moral panic is Cohen’s Folk Devils and Moral Panics. The mods
and rockers were just two of the “folk devils” — “the gallery of types that society erects
to show its members which roles should be avoided” — which periodically become the
centre of a “moral panic”.

Societies appear to be subject, every now and then, to periods of moral panic. A
condition, episode, person or group of persons emerges to become defined as a
threat to societal values and interests; its nature is presented in a stylised and
stereotypical fashion by the mass media; the moral barricades are manned by
editors, bishops, politicians and other right-thinking people; socially accredited
experts pronounce their diagnoses and solutions; ways of coping are evolved or
(more often) resorted to; the condition then disappears, submerges or deteriorates
and becomes more visible. (Cohen, 1972)

Official reactions to the punk subculture betrayed all the classic symptoms of a moral
panic. Concerts were cancelled; clergymen, politicians and pundits unanimously denounced
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the degeneracy of youth. Among the choicer reactions, Marcus Lipton, the late MP for
Lambeth North, declared: “If pop music is going to be used to destroy our established
institutions, then it ought to be destroyed first.” Bernard Brook-Partridge, MP for
Havering-Romford, stormed, “I think the Sex Pistols are absolutely bloody revolting.
I think their whole attitude is calculated to incite people to misbehaviour. ... It is a
deliberate incitement to anti-social behaviour and conduct” (quoted in New Musical
Express, 15 July 1977).

See also “Punks have Mothers Too: They tell us a few home truths” in Woman (15 April
1978) and “Punks and Mothers” in Woman’s Own (15 October 1977). These articles
draw editorial comment (a sign of recognition on the part of the staft of the need to
reassure the challenged expectations of the reader?). The following anecdote appeared
beneath a photograph showing two dancing teddy boys:

The other day I overheard two elderly ladies, cringing as a gang of alarming
looking punks passed them, say in tones of horror: “Just imagine what their
children will be like”. I’m sure a lot of people must have said exactly the same
about the Teddy Boys, like the ones pictured . ..and Mods and Rockers. That
made me wonder what had happened to them when the phase passed. I reckon
they put away their drape suits or scooters and settled down to respectable, quiet
lives, bringing up the kids and desperately hoping they won’t get involved in any
of these terrible Punk goings-on.

“The fairy-tale of the artist’s creativity is western culture’s last superstition. One of
Surrealism’s first revolutionary acts was to attack this myth...” (Max Ernst, “What is
Surrealism?” quoted in Lippard, 1970).

“Surrealism is within the compass of every consciousness” (surrealist tract quoted in
Lippard, 1970). See also Paul Eluard (1933): “We have passed the period of individual
exercises”.

The solemn and extremely reverential exhibition of Surrealism, mounted at London’s
Hayward Gallery in 1978 ironically sought to establish the reputation of individual
surrealists as artists and was designed to win public recognition of their “genius”. It is
fitting that punk should be absorbed into high fashion at the same time as the first major
exhibition of Dada and surrealism in Britain was being launched.

On 7 December one month before EMI terminated its contract with the Sex Pistols,
Sir John Read, the record company’s Chairman, made the following statement at the
annual general meeting:

Throughout its history as a recording company, EMI has always sought to behave
within contemporary limits of decency and good taste — taking into account not
only the traditional rigid conventions of one section of society, but also the
increasingly liberal attitudes of other (perhaps larger) sections. ..at any given
time . . . What is decent or in good taste compared to the attitudes of, say, 20 or
even 10 years ago?

It is against this present-day social background that EMI has to make value
judgements about the content of records . . . Sex Pistols is a pop group devoted to
a new form of music known as “punk rock”. It was contracted for recording
purposes by EMI . . . in October, 1976 . . . In this context, it must be remembered
that the recording industry has signed many pop groups, initially controversial,
who have in the fullness of time become wholly acceptable and contributed greatly
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to the development of modern music . . . EMI should not set itself up as a public
censor, but it does seek to encourage restraint. (Quoted in Vermorel and Vermorel,
1978)

Despite the eventual loss of face (and some £40,000 paid out to the Pistols when the
contract was terminated) EMI and the other record companies tended to shrug off the
apparent contradictions involved in signing up groups who openly admitted to a lack of
professionalism, musicianship, and commitment to the profit motive. During the Clash’s
famous performance of “White Riot” at the Rainbow in 1977 when seats were ripped
out and thrown at the stage, the last two rows of the theatre (left, of course, intact) were
occupied almost exclusively by record executives and talent scouts: CBS paid for the
damage without complaint. There could be no clearer demonstration of the fact that
symbolic assaults leave real institutions intact. Nonetheless, the record companies did not
have everything their own way. The Sex Pistols received five-figure sums in compensa-
tion from both A & M and EMI and when their LP (recorded at last by Virgin) finally
did reach the shops, it contained a scathing attack on EMI delivered in Rotten’s venom-
ous nasal whine:

You thought that we were faking
That we were all just money-making
You don’t believe that we’re for real
Or you would lose your cheap appeal.
Who?

EMI - EMI

Blind acceptance is a sign
Of stupid fools who stand in line
Like EMI — EMI

(“EMI”, Virgin, 1977)
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Encoding/Decoding

Stuart Hall

Traditionally, mass-communications research has conceptualized the process of com-
munication in terms of a circulation circuit or loop. This model has been criticized for
its linearity — sender,/message /receiver — for its concentration on the level of message
exchange and for the absence of a structured conception of the different moments as
a complex structure of relations. But it is also possible (and useful) to think of this
process in terms of a structure produced and sustained through the articulation of
linked but distinctive moments — production, circulation, distribution/consumption,
reproduction. This would be to think of the process as a “complex structure in
dominance”, sustained through the articulation of connected practices, each of which,
however, retains its distinctiveness and has its own specific modality, its own forms
and conditions of existence. This second approach, homologous to that which forms
the skeleton of commodity production offered in Marx’s Grundrisse and in Capital,
has the added advantage of bringing out more sharply how a continuous circuit —
production—distribution—production — can be sustained through a “passage of forms”.!
It also highlights the specificity of the forms in which the product of the process
“appears” in each moment, and thus what distinguishes discursive “production”
from other types of production in our society and in modern media systems.

The “object” of these practices is meanings and messages in the form of sign-vehicles
of a specific kind organized, like any form of communication or language, through
the operation of codes within the syntagmatic chain of a discourse. The apparatuses,
relations and practices of production thus issue, at a certain moment (the moment
of “production/circulation”) in the form of symbolic vehicles constituted within the
rules of “language”. It is in this discursive form that the circulation of the “product”
takes place. The process thus requires, at the production end, its material instru-
ments — its “means” — as well as its own sets of social (production) relations — the
organization and combination of practices within media apparatuses. But it is in the

From Stuart Hall, “Encoding/decoding.” In Stuart Hall, Dorothy Hobson, Andrew Love, and
Paul Willis (eds.), Culture, Media, Language, pp. 128-38. London: Hutchinson, 1980.
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discursive form that the circulation of the product takes place, as well as its distribu-
tion to different audiences. Once accomplished, the discourse must then be translated
— transformed, again — into social practices if the circuit is to be both completed and
effective. If no “meaning” is taken, there can be no “consumption”. If the meaning
is not articulated in practice, it has no effect. The value of this approach is that while
each of the moments, in articulation, is necessary to the circuit as a whole, no one
moment can fully guarantee the next moment with which it is articulated. Since each
has its specific modality and conditions of existence, each can constitute its own
break or interruption of the “passage of forms” on whose continuity the flow of
effective production (that is, “reproduction”) depends.

Thus while in no way wanting to limit research to “following only those leads
which emerge from content analysis”,> we must recognize that the discursive form
of the message has a privileged position in the communicative exchange (from the
viewpoint of circulation), and that the moments of “encoding” and “decoding”,
though only “relatively autonomous” in relation to the communicative process as a
whole, are determinate moments. A “raw” historical event cannot, in that form, be
transmitted by, say, a television newscast. Events can only be signified within the
aural-visual forms of the televisual discourse. In the moment when a historical event
passes under the sign of discourse, it is subject to all the complex formal “rules” by
which language signifies. To put it paradoxically, the event must become a “story”
before it can become a communicative event. In that moment the formal sub-rules of
discourse are “in dominance”, without, of course, subordinating out of existence the
historical event so signified, the social relations in which the rules are set to work or
the social and political consequences of the event having been signified in this way.
The “message form” is the necessary “form of appearance” of the event in its passage
from source to receiver. Thus the transposition into and out of the “message form”
(or the mode of symbolic exchange) is not a random “moment”, which we can take
up or ignore at our convenience. The “message form” is a determinate moment;
though, at another level, it comprises the surface movements of the communications
system only and requires, at another stage, to be integrated into the social relations
of the communication process as a whole, of which it forms only a part.

From this general perspective, we may crudely characterize the television commun-
icative process as follows. The institutional structures of broadcasting, with their
practices and networks of production, their organized relations and technical infra-
structures, are required to produce a programme. Using the analogy of Capital, this
is the “labour process” in the discursive mode. Production, here, constructs the
message. In one sense, then, the circuit begins here. Of course, the production pro-
cess is not without its “discursive” aspect: it, too, is framed throughout by mean-
ings and ideas: knowledge-in-use concerning the routines of production, historically
defined technical skills, professional ideologies, institutional knowledge, definitions
and assumptions, assumptions about the audience and so on frame the constitution
of the programme through this production structure. Further, though the produc-
tion structures of television originate the television discourse, they do not constitute
a closed system. They draw topics, treatments, agendas, events, personnel, images of
the audience, “definitions of the situation” from other sources and other discursive
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formations within the wider socio-cultural and political structure of which they are a
differentiated part. Philip Elliott has expressed this point succinctly, within a more
traditional framework, in his discussion of the way in which the audience is both the
“source” and the “receiver” of the television message. Thus — to borrow Marx’s
terms — circulation and reception are, indeed, “moments” of the production process
in television and are reincorporated, via a number of skewed and structured “feed-
backs”, into the production process itself. The consumption or reception of the
television message is thus also itself a “moment” of the production process in its
larger sense, though the latter is “predominant” because it is the “point of departure
for the realization” of the message. Production and reception of the television
message are not, therefore, identical, but they are related: they are differentiated
moments within the totality formed by the social relations of the communicative
process as a whole.

At a certain point, however, the broadcasting structures must yield encoded mes-
sages in the form of a meaningful discourse. The institution-societal relations of
production must pass under the discursive rules of language for its product to be
“realized”. This initiates a further differentiated moment, in which the formal rules
of discourse and language are in dominance. Before this message can have an
“effect” (however defined), satisfy a “need” or be put to a “use”, it must first be
appropriated as a meaningful discourse and be meaningfully decoded. It is this set of
decoded meanings which “have an effect”, influence, entertain, instruct or persuade,
with very complex perceptual, cognitive, emotional, ideological or behavioural con-
sequences. In a “determinate” moment the structure employs a code and yields a
“message”: at another determinate moment the “message”, via its decodings, issues
into the structure of social practices (see figure 13.1). We are now fully aware that
this re-entry into the practices of audience reception and “use” cannot be under-
stood in simple behavioural terms. The typical processes identified in positivistic

programme as
“meaningful” discourse

encoding decoding

meaning meaning

structures 1 structures 2
frameworks frameworks
of knowledge of knowledge
relations relations
of production of production
technical technical
infrastructure infrastructure

Figure 13.1 Encoding and decoding of broadcast structures
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research on isolated elements — eftects, uses, “gratifications” — are themselves framed
by structures of understanding, as well as being produced by social and economic
relations, which shape their “realization” at the reception end of the chain and
which permit the meanings signified in the discourse to be transposed into practice
or consciousness (to acquire social use value or political effectivity).

Clearly, what we have labelled in figure 13.1 “meaning structures 1” and “meaning
structures 2” may not be the same. They do not constitute an “immediate identity”.
The codes of encoding and decoding may not be perfectly symmetrical. The degrees
of symmetry — that is, the degrees of “understanding” and “misunderstanding” in
the communicative exchange — depend on the degrees of symmetry/asymmetry
(relations of equivalence) established between the positions of the “personifications”,
encoder-producer and decoder-receiver. But this in turn depends on the degrees of
identity /non-identity between the codes which perfectly or imperfectly transmit,
interrupt or systematically distort what has been transmitted. The lack of fit between
the codes has a great deal to do with the structural differences of relation and position
between broadcasters and audiences, but it also has something to do with the
asymmetry between the codes of “source” and “receiver” at the moment of trans-
formation into and out of the discursive form. What are called “distortions” or “mis-
understandings” arise precisely from the lack of equivalence between the two sides in
the communicative exchange. Once again, this defines the “relative autonomy”, but
“determinateness”, of the entry and exit of the message in its discursive moments.

The application of this rudimentary paradigm has already begun to transform our
understanding of the older term, television “content”. We are just beginning to see
how it might also transform our understanding of audience reception, “reading”
and response as well. Beginnings and endings have been announced in communica-
tions research before, so we must be cautious. But there seems some ground for
thinking that a new and exciting phase in so-called audience research, of a quite new
kind, may be opening up. At cither end of the communicative chain the use of the
semiotic paradigm promises to dispel the lingering behaviourism which has dogged
mass-media research for so long, especially in its approach to content. Though we
know the television programme is not a behavioural input, like a tap on the knee
cap, it seems to have been almost impossible for traditional researchers to conceptualize
the communicative process without lapsing into one or other variant of low-flying
behaviourism. We know, as Gerbner has remarked, that representations of violence
on the TV screen “are not violence but messages about violence”:* but we have
continued to research the question of violence, for example, as if we were unable to
comprehend this epistemological distinction.

The televisual sign is a complex one. It is itself constituted by the combination of
two types of discourse, visual and aural. Moreover, it is an iconic sign, in Peirce’s
terminology, because “it possesses some of the properties of the thing represented”.*
This is a point which has led to a great deal of confusion and has provided the site
of intense controversy in the study of visual language. Since the visual discourse
translates a three-dimensional world into two-dimensional planes, it cannot, of course,
be the referent or concept it signifies. The dog in the film can bark but it cannot
bite! Reality exists outside language, but it is constantly mediated by and through
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language: and what we can know and say has to be produced in and through dis-
course. Discursive “knowledge” is the product not of the transparent representation
of the “real” in language but of the articulation of language on real relations and
conditions. Thus there is no intelligible discourse without the operation of a code.
Iconic signs are therefore coded signs too — even if the codes here work difterently
from those of other signs. There is no degree zero in language. Naturalism and
“realism” — the apparent fidelity of the representation to the thing or concept
represented — is the result, the effect, of a certain specific articulation of language on
the “real”. It is the result of a discursive practice.

Certain codes may, of course, be so widely distributed in a specific language
community or culture, and be learned at so early an age, that they appear not to be
constructed — the effect of an articulation between sign and referent — but to be
“naturally” given. Simple visual signs appear to have achieved a “near-universality”
in this sense: though evidence remains that even apparently “natural” visual codes
are culture-specific. However, this does not mean that no codes have intervened;
rather, that the codes have been profoundly naturalized. The operation of natural-
ized codes reveals not the transparency and “naturalness” of language but the depth,
the habituation and the near-universality of the codes in use. They produce appar-
ently “natural” recognitions. This has the (ideological) effect of concealing the
practices of coding which are present. But we must not be fooled by appearances.
Actually, what naturalized codes demonstrate is the degree of habituation produced
when there is a fundamental alignment and reciprocity — an achieved equivalence —
between the encoding and decoding sides of an exchange of meanings. The func-
tioning of the codes on the decoding side will frequently assume the status of
naturalized perceptions. This leads us to think that the visual sign for “cow” actually
ss (rather than represents) the animal, cow. But if we think of the visual representa-
tion of a cow in a manual on animal husbandry — and, even more, of the linguistic
sign “cow” — we can see that both, in different degrees, are arbitrary with respect to
the concept of the animal they represent. The articulation of an arbitrary sign —
whether visual or verbal — with the concept of a referent is the product not of nature
but of convention, and the conventionalism of discourses requires the intervention,
the support, of codes. Thus Eco has argued that iconic signs “look like objects in
the real world because they reproduce the conditions (that is, the codes) of percep-
tion in the viewer”.® These “conditions of perception” are, however, the result of a
highly coded, even if virtually unconscious, set of operations — decodings. This is as
true of the photographic or televisual image as it is of any other sign. Iconic signs
are, however, particularly vulnerable to being “read” as natural because visual codes
of perception are very widely distributed and because this type of sign is less arbitrary
than a linguistic sign: the linguistic sign, “cow” possesses none of the properties
of the thing represented, whereas the visual sign appears to possess some of those
properties.

This may help us to clarify a confusion in current linguistic theory and to define
precisely how some key terms are being used in this article. Linguistic theory
frequently employs the distinction “denotation” and “connotation”. The term
“denotation” is widely equated with the literal meaning of a sign: because this literal
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meaning is almost universally recognized, especially when visual discourse is being
employed, “denotation” has often been confused with a literal transcription of
“reality” in language — and thus with a “natural sign”, one produced without the
intervention of a code. “Connotation”, on the other hand, is employed simply to
refer to less fixed and therefore more conventionalized and changeable, associative
meanings, which clearly vary from instance to instance and therefore must depend
on the intervention of codes.

We do not use the distinction — denotation/connotation — in this way. From our
point of view, the distinction is an analytic one only. It is useful, in analysis, to
be able to apply a rough rule of thumb which distinguishes those aspects of a
sign which appear to be taken, in any language community at any point in time,
as its “literal” meaning (denotation) from the more associative meanings for the
sign which it is possible to generate (connotation). But analytic distinctions must
not be confused with distinctions in the real world. There will be very few instances
in which signs organized in a discourse signify omly their “literal” (that is, near-
universally consensualized) meaning. In actual discourse most signs will combine
both the denotative and the connotative aspects (as redefined above). It may, then,
be asked why we retain the distinction at all. It is largely a matter of analytic value.
It is because signs appear to acquire their full ideological value — appear to be open
to articulation with wider ideological discourses and meanings — at the level of their
“associative” meanings (that is, at the connotative level) — for here “meanings” are
not apparently fixed in natural perception (that is, they are not fully naturalized),
and their fluidity of meaning and association can be more fully exploited and trans-
formed.® So it is at the connotative evel of the sign that situational ideologies alter
and transform signification. At this level we can see more clearly the active interven-
tion of ideologies in and on discourse: here, the sign is open to new accentuations
and, in Volosinov’s terms, enters fully into the struggle over meanings — the class
struggle in language.” This does not mean that the denotative or “literal” meaning
is outside ideology. Indeed, we could say that its ideological value is strongly fixed —
because it has become so fully universal and “natural”. The terms “denotation” and
“connotation”, then, are merely useful analytic tools for distinguishing, in particular
contexts, between not the presence/absence of ideology in language but the differ-
ent levels at which ideologies and discourses intersect.®

The level of connotation of the visual sign, of its contextual reference and position-
ing in different discursive fields of meaning and association, is the point where
already coded signs intersect with the deep semantic codes of a culture and take on
additional, more active ideological dimensions. We might take an example from
advertising discourse. Here, too, there is no “purely denotative”, and certainly no
“natural”, representation. Every visual sign in advertising connotes a quality, situ-
ation, value or inference, which is present as an implication or implied meaning,
depending on the connotational positioning. In Barthes’s example, the sweater
always signifies a “warm garment” (denotation) and thus the activity/value of “keeping
warm”. But it is also possible, at its more connotative levels, to signify “the coming
of winter” or “a cold day”. And, in the specialized sub-codes of fashion, sweater
may also connote a fashionable style of baute couture or, alternatively, an informal
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style of dress. But set against the right visual background and positioned by the
romantic sub-code, it may connote “long autumn walk in the woods”.” Codes of
this order clearly contract relations for the sign with the wider universe of ideologies
in a society. These codes are the means by which power and ideology are made to
signify in particular discourses. They refer signs to the “maps of meaning” into
which any culture is classified; and those “maps of social reality” have the whole
range of social meanings, practices, and usages, power and interest “written in” to
them. The connotative levels of signifiers, Barthes remarked, “have a close communica-
tion with culture, knowledge, history, and it is through them, so to speak, that the
environmental world invades the linguistic and semantic system. They are, if you
like, the fragments of ideology”.!

The so-called denotative level of the televisual sign is fixed by certain, very com-
plex (but limited or “closed”) codes. But its connotative /evel, though also bounded,
is more open, subject to more active transformations, which exploit its polysemic
values. Any such already constituted sign is potentially transformable into more than
one connotative configuration. Polysemy must not, however, be confused with plur-
alism. Connotative codes are not equal among themselves. Any society/culture
tends, with varying degrees of closure, to impose its classifications of the social and
cultural and political world. These constitute a dominant cultural order, though it is
neither univocal nor uncontested. This question of the “structure of discourses in
dominance” is a crucial point. The different areas of social life appear to be mapped
out into discursive domains, hierarchically organized into dominant or preferred
meanings. New, problematic or troubling events, which breach our expectancies and
run counter to our “common-sense constructs”, to our “taken-for-granted” know-
ledge of social structures, must be assigned to their discursive domains before they
can be said to “make sense”. The most common way of “mapping” them is to
assign the new to some domain or other of the existing “maps of problematic social
reality”. We say dominant, not “determined”, because it is always possible to order,
classify, assign and decode an event within more than one “mapping”. But we say
“dominant” because there exists a pattern of “preferred readings”; and these both
have the institutional /political /ideological order imprinted in them and have them-
selves become institutionalized."! The domains of “preferred meanings” have the
whole social order embedded in them as a set of meanings, practices and beliefs:
the everyday knowledge of social structures, of “how things work for all practical
purposes in this culture”, the rank order of power and interest and the structure
of legitimations, limits and sanctions. Thus to clarify a “misunderstanding” at the
connotative level, we must refer, through the codes, to the orders of social life, of
economic and political power and of ideology. Further, since these mappings are
“structured in dominance” but not closed, the communicative process consists not
in the unproblematic assignment of every visual item to its given position within a
set of prearranged codes, but of performative rules — rules of competence and use, of
logics-in-use — which seek actively to enforce or pre-fer one semantic domain over
another and rule items into and out of their appropriate meaning-sets. Formal
semiology has too often neglected this practice of interpretative work, though this
constitutes, in fact, the real relations of broadcast practices in television.
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In speaking of dominant meanings, then, we are not talking about a one-sided
process which governs how all events will be signified. It consists of the “work”
required to enforce, win plausibility for and command as legitimate a decoding of the
event within the limit of dominant definitions in which it has been connotatively
signified. Terni has remarked:

By the word reading we mean not only the capacity to identify and decode a certain
number of signs, but also the subjective capacity to put them into a creative relation
between themselves and with other signs: a capacity which is, by itself, the condition for
a complete awareness of one’s total environment.'?

Our quarrel here is with the notion of “subjective capacity”, as if the referent of a
televisional discourse were an objective fact but the interpretative level were an
individualized and private matter. Quite the opposite seems to be the case. The
televisual practice takes “objective” (that is, systemic) responsibility precisely for the
relations which disparate signs contract with one another in any discursive instance,
and thus continually rearranges, delimits and prescribes into what “awareness of
one’s total environment” these items are arranged.

This brings us to the question of misunderstandings. Television producers who
find their message “failing to get across” are frequently concerned to straighten out
the kinks in the communication chain, thus facilitating the “effectiveness” of their
communication. Much research which claims the objectivity of “policy-oriented
analysis” reproduces this administrative goal by attempting to discover how much of
a message the audience recalls and to improve the extent of understanding. No
doubt misunderstandings of a literal kind do exist. The viewer does not know the
terms employed, cannot follow the complex logic of argument or exposition, is
unfamiliar with the language, finds the concepts too alien or difficult or is foxed by
the expository narrative. But more often broadcasters are concerned that the audi-
ence has failed to take the meaning as they — the broadcasters — intended. What they
really mean to say is that viewers are not operating within the “dominant” or
“preferred” code. Their ideal is “perfectly transparent communication”. Instead,
what they have to confront is “systematically distorted communication”."?

In recent years discrepancies of this kind have usually been explained by reference
to “selective perception”. This is the door via which a residual pluralism evades the
compulsions of a highly structured, asymmetrical and non-equivalent process. Of
course, there will always be private, individual, variant readings. But “selective percep-
tion” is almost never as selective, random or privatized as the concept suggests. The
patterns exhibit, across individual variants, significant clusterings. Any new approach
to audience studies will therefore have to begin with a critique of “selective percep-
tion” theory.

It was argued earlier that since there is no necessary correspondence between
encoding and decoding, the former can attempt to “pre-fer” but cannot prescribe
or guarantee the latter, which has its own conditions of existence. Unless they are
wildly aberrant, encoding will have the effect of constructing some of the limits and
parameters within which decodings will operate. If there were no limits, audiences
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could simply read whatever they liked into any message. No doubt some total mis-
understandings of this kind do exist. But the vast range must contain some degree of
reciprocity between encoding and decoding moments, otherwise we could not speak
of an effective communicative exchange at all. Nevertheless, this “correspondence”
is not given but constructed. It is not “natural” but the product of an articulation
between two distinct moments. And the former cannot determine or guarantee, in a
simple sense, which decoding codes will be employed. Otherwise communication
would be a perfectly equivalent circuit, and every message would be an instance of
“perfectly transparent communication”. We must think, then, of the variant articula-
tions in which encoding/decoding can be combined. To elaborate on this, we offer
a hypothetical analysis of some possible decoding positions, in order to reinforce the
point of “no necessary correspondence”.'*

We identify three hypothetical positions from which decodings of a televisual
discourse may be constructed. These need to be empirically tested and refined. But
the argument that decodings do not follow inevitably from encodings, that they are
not identical, reinforces the argument of “no necessary correspondence”. It also
helps to deconstruct the common-sense meaning of “misunderstanding” in terms of
a theory of “systematically distorted communication”.

The first hypothetical position is that of the dominant-hegemonic position. When
the viewer takes the connoted meaning from, say, a television newscast or current
affairs programme full and straight, and decodes the message in terms of the refer-
ence code in which it has been encoded, we might say that the viewer is operating
wnside the dominant code. This is the ideal-typical case of “perfectly transparent
communication” — or as dose as we are likely to come to it “for all practical pur-
poses”. Within this we can distinguish the positions produced by the professional
code. This is the position (produced by what we perhaps ought to identify as the
operation of a “metacode”) which the professional broadcasters assume when
encoding a message which has already been signified in a hegemonic manner. The
professional code is “relatively independent” of the dominant code, in that it applies
criteria and transformational operations of its own, especially those of a technico-
practical nature. The professional code, however, operates within the “hegemony”
of the dominant code. Indeed, it serves to reproduce the dominant definitions
precisely by bracketing their hegemonic quality and operating instead with displaced
professional codings which foreground such apparently neutral-technical questions
as visual quality, news and presentational values, televisual quality, “professionalism”
and so on. The hegemonic interpretations of, say, the politics of Northern Ireland,
or the Chilean coup or the Industrial Relations Bill are principally generated by
political and military elites: the particular choice of presentational occasions and
formats, the selection of personnel, the choice of images, the staging of debates are
selected and combined through the operation of the professional code. How the
broadcasting professionals are able both to operate with “relatively autonomous”
codes of their own and to act in such a way as to reproduce (not without contradic-
tion) the hegemonic signification of events is a complex matter which cannot be
further spelled out here. It must suffice to say that the professionals are linked with
the defining elites not only by the institutional position of broadcasting itself as an
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“ideological apparatus”,'® but also by the structure of access (that is, the systematic
“over-accessing” of selective elite personnel and their “definition of the situation”
in television). It may even be said that the professional codes serve to reproduce
hegemonic definitions specifically by not overtly biasing their operations in a domin-
ant direction: ideological reproduction therefore takes place here inadvertently,
unconsciously, “behind men’s backs”.'® Of course, conflicts, contradictions and even
misunderstandings regularly arise between the dominant and the professional signi-
fications and their signifying agencies.

The second position we would identify is that of the negotiated code or position.
Majority audiences probably understand quite adequately what has been dominantly
defined and professionally signified. The dominant definitions, however, are hege-
monic precisely because they represent definitions of situations and events which are
“in dominance”, (global). Dominant definitions connect events, implicitly or explicitly,
to grand totalizations, to the great syntagmatic views-of-the-world: they take “large
views” of issues: they relate events to the “national interest” or to the level of geo-
politics, even if they make these connections in truncated, inverted or mystified
ways. The definition of a hegemonic viewpoint is (a) that it defines within its terms
the mental horizon, the universe, of possible meanings, of a whole sector of relations
in a society or culture; and (b) that it carries with it the stamp of legitimacy — it
appears coterminous with what is “natural”, “inevitable”, “taken for granted” about
the social order. Decoding within the megotiated version contains a mixture of
adaptive and oppositional elements: it acknowledges the legitimacy of the hegemonic
definitions to make the grand significations (abstract), while, at a more restricted,
situational (situated) level, it makes its own ground rules — it operates with excep-
tions to the rule. It accords the privileged position to the dominant definitions of
events while reserving the right to make a more negotiated application to “local
conditions”, to its own more corporate positions. This negotiated version of the
dominant ideology is thus shot through with contradictions, though these are only
on certain occasions brought to full visibility. Negotiated codes operate through
what we might call particular or situated logics: and these logics are sustained by
their differential and unequal relation to the discourses and logics of power. The
simplest example of a negotiated code is that which governs the response of a
worker to the notion of an Industrial Relations Bill limiting the right to strike or
to arguments for a wages freeze. At the level of the “national interest” economic
debate the decoder may adopt the hegemonic definition, agreeing that “we must all
pay ourselves less in order to combat inflation”. This, however, may have little or no
relation to his/her willingness to go on strike for better pay and conditions or to
oppose the Industrial Relations Bill at the level of shop-floor or union organiza-
tion. We suspect that the great majority of so-called “misunderstandings” arise from
the contradictions and disjunctures between hegemonic-dominant encodings and
negotiated-corporate decodings. It is just these mismatches in the levels which most
provoke defining elites and professionals to identify a “failure in communications”.

Finally, it is possible for a viewer perfectly to understand both the literal and the
connotative inflection given by a discourse but to decode the message in a globally
contrary way. He/she detotalizes the message in the preferred code in order to
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retotalize the message within some alternative framework of reference. This is the
case of the viewer who listens to a debate on the need to limit wages but “reads”
every mention of the “national interest” as “class interest”. He/she is operating with
what we must call an oppositional code. One of the most significant political moments
(they also coincide with crisis points within the broadcasting organizations them-
selves, for obvious reasons) is the point when events which are normally signified
and decoded in a negotiated way begin to be given an oppositional reading. Here
the “politics of signification” — the struggle in discourse — is joined.
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On the Politics of Empirical
Audience Research

Ien Ang

In his pioneering book The “Nationwide” Audience, David Morley situates his re-
search on which the book reports as follows:

The relation of an audience to the ideological operations of television remains in prin-
ciple an empirical question: the challenge is the attempt to develop appropriate methods
of empirical investigation of that relation. (Morley 1980a: 162)

Although this sentence may initially be interpreted as a call for a methodological
discussion about empirical research techniques, its wider meaning should be sought
in the theoretical and political context of Morley’s work. To me, the importance of
The “Nationwide” Audience does not so much reside in the fact that it offers an
empirically validated, and thus “scientific”, account of “the ideological operations of
television”, nor merely in its demonstration of some of the ways in which the
television audience is “active”. Other, more wide-ranging issues are at stake — issues
related to the politics of research.

Since its publication in 1980, The “Nationwide” Audience has played an important
role in media studies. The book occupies a key strategic position in the study of
media audiences — a field of study that went through a rapid development in the
1980s. It seems fair to say that this book forms a major moment in the growing
popularity of an “ethnographic” approach on media audiences — Morley himself has
termed his project an “ethnography of reading” (1981: 13). This type of qualitative
empirical research, usually carried out in the form of in-depth interviews with a small
number of people (and at times supplemented with some form of participant obser-
vation), is now recognized by many as one of the best ways to learn about the
differentiated subtleties of people’s engagements with television and other media.

This “ethnographic” approach has gained popularity in both “critical” media
studies and “mainstream” mass communications research (see, e.g., Hobson 1980

From Ien Ang, “On the politics of empirical audience research.” In Living Room Wars: Rethinking
Medin Audiences for o Postmodern World, pp. 35-52. New York and London: Routledge, 1991.
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and 1982; Lull 1980 and 1988; Radway 1984; Ang 1985; Jensen 1986; Lindlof
1987; Liebes and Katz 1990). A sort of methodological consensus has emerged,
a common ground in which scholars from divergent epistemological backgrounds
can thrive. On the one hand, qualitative methods of empirical research seem to be
more acceptable than quantitative ones because they ofter the possibility to avoid
what C. Wright Mills (1970) has termed abstracted empiricism — a tendency often
levelled at the latter by “critical” scholars. On the other hand, some “mainstream”
audience researchers are now acknowledging the limitations on the kind of data
that can be produced by large-scale, quantitative survey work, and believe that
ethnographically oriented methods can overcome the shortcomings observed. Given
this enthusiastic, rather new interest in qualitative research methods, I would like
to reflect upon its general implications for our understanding of television audi-
ences. What kind of knowledge does it produce? What can this manner of doing
empirical research on audiences mean? In short, what are the politics of audience
“cthnography”?*

In exploring these questions, I want to clarify some of the issues that are at stake
in developing a critical perspective in empirical audience studies. The term “critical”
as I would like to use it here refers first of all to a certain intellectual-political
orientation towards academic practice: whatever its subject matter or methodology,
essential to doing “critical” research would be the adoption of a self-reflective per-
spective, one that is, first, conscious of the social and discursive nature of any research
practice, and, second, takes seriously the Foucauldian reminder that the production
of knowledge is always bound up in a network of power relations (Foucault 1979).
By characterizing “critical” research in this way, that is, as an orientation rather than
as a fixed “paradigm”, I aim to relativize the more rigid ways in which “critical” and
“mainstream” research have often been opposed to one another.

Formally speaking, positions can only be “critical” or “mainstream” in relation to
other positions within a larger discursive field. The two terms thus do not primarily
signify fixed contents of thought, but their status within a whole, often dispersed,
field of statements, claims and knowledges, what Foucault calls a “regime of truth”.
The relations of force in that field can change over time: what was once “critical” (or
marginal) can become part of the “mainstream”; what was once “mainstream” (or
dominant) can lose its power and be pushed aside to a marginal(ized) position.
Furthermore, as Larry Grossberg (1987) has usefully remarked, the term “critical”
can bear uneasy arrogant connotations: after all, is there any scholar whose work is
not “critical” in some sense?

This does not mean, of course, that the distinction is totally devoid of any sub-
stantive bearings. In media studies, for instance, the “critical” tradition, whose
beginnings can be located in the work of the Frankfurt School, has generally derived
its philosophical and political inspiration from European schools of thought such as
Marxism and (post)structuralism. In terms of research problematics, “critical” media
rescarchers have mainly been concerned with the analysis of the ideological and/or
economic role of the media in capitalist and patriarchal society. Furthermore, the
epistemological underpinnings of this kind of work are generally characterized by a
strident anti-positivist and anti-empiricist mentality.?
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This distrust of positivist empiricism on the part of “critical” theorists, however,
does not necessarily imply an inberent incompatibility between “critical” and empirical
research, as is often contended by “mainstream” scholars.® Indeed, if doing “critical”
research is more a matter of intellectual-political orientation than of academic para-
digm building, then no fixed, universal yardstick, theoretical or methodological, for
what constitutes “critical” knowledge is possible. On the contrary, in my view what
it means to be critical needs to be assessed and constantly reassessed in every concrete
conjuncture, with respect to the concrete issues and directions that are at stake in
any concrete research field. In other words, I am proposing an open and contextunl
definition of “critical” research, one that does not allow itself to rest easily on pre-
existent epistemological foundations but, on the contrary, is reassessed continuously
according to the ways in which it contributes to our understanding of the world. In
the following, I hope to clarify some of the implications of this perspective on doing
“critical” research for an evaluation of the current developments in audience studies
as I indicated above.

More concretely, what I will discuss and try to elaborate in this chapter is what I
take as the political and theoretical specificity of the cultural studies approach as a
“critical” perspective, from which David Morley, coming from the Birmingham
Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies, has developed his work (see Hall et al.
1980; Streeter 1984; Fiske 1987b). I will set this perspective on audience studies
against some developments in and around the uses and gratifications approach, where
an interest in “ethnographic” methods has been growing recently. In doing this I
will not be able to discuss the wide range of concrete studies that have been made in
this area. Rather I will restrict myself, somewhat schematically and all too briefly, to
the more programmatic statements and proposals pertaining to the identity and the
future development of the field, and evaluate them in the light of what I see as
important for a critical cultural studies approach. Furthermore, it is not my intention
to construct an absolute antagonism between the two approaches. Rather, I would
like to highlight some of the differences in preoccupation and perspective, in order
to specity how ethnographic or ethnographically oriented studies of media audiences
can contribute to a “critical” approach in the sense I have outlined. Before doing this,
I will first give a short sketch of the intellectual arena in which Morley intervened.

The Problem of the Disappearing Audience

The “Nationwide” Audience appeared at a time when critical discourse about film
and television in Britain was heavily preoccupied with what Morley (1980a: 161),
following Steve Neale, calls an “abstract text/subject relationship”, formulated within
a generally (post)structuralist and psychoanalytic theoretical framework. In this dis-
course, primarily developed in the journal Screen, film and television spectatorship is
almost exclusively theorized from the perspective of the “productivity of the text”.
As a consequence, the role of the viewer was conceived in purely formalist terms:
as a position inscribed in the text. Here, the subject-in-the-text tends to collapse
with “real” social subjects. In this model, there is no space for a dialogical relation-
ship between texts and social subjects. Texts are assumed to be the only source of
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meaning; they construct subject positions which viewers are bound to take up if they
are to make sense of the text. In other words, the reading of texts is conceived in
“Screen theory” as entirely dictated by textual structures.

It is this model’s textual determinism that fuelled Morley’s dissatistaction.
Theoretically, it implied an ahistorical, asocial and generalist conception of film and
TV spectatorship. Methodologically, the analysis of textual structures alone was
considered to be sufficient to comprehend how viewers are implicated in the texts
they encounter. Politically, this model left no room for manoeuvre for television
viewers. They are implicitly conceived as “prisoners” of the text. It was against this
background that Morley decided to undertake an empirical investigation of how
groups of viewers with different social positions read or interpret one particular text:
an episode of the British TV magazine programme Nationwide. One of the most
important motivations of Morley’s intervention, then, was to overcome the textualism
of Screen theory’s discourse, in which the relation of text and subject is dealt with
“as an a priori question to be deduced from a theory of the ideal spectator ‘inscribed’
in the text” (Morley 1980a: 162). By looking at how one text could be decoded in
different ways by different groups of social subjects, Morley’s intention, in which he
was successful, was to demonstrate that encounters between texts and viewers are far
more complex than the textualist theory would suggest; they are overdetermined by
the operation of a multiplicity of forces — certain historical and social structures, but
also other texts — that simultaneously act upon the subjects concerned.* What The
“Nationwide” Audience explores is the notion that the moment of decoding should
be considered as a relatively autonomous process in which a constant struggle over
the meaning of the text is fought out. Textual meanings do not reside in the texts
themselves: a certain text can come to mean different things depending on the
interdiscursive context in which viewers interpret it.

The significance of Morley’s turn towards empirical research of the television
audience should be assessed against this critical background. It is first of all a pro-
cedure that is aimed at opening up a space in which watching television can begin
to be understood as a complex cultural practice full of dialogical negotiations and
contestations, rather than as a singular occurrence whose meaning can be deter-
mined once and for all in the abstract. Doing empirical research, then, is here used
as a strategy to break out of a hermetically closed theoreticism in which an absolute
certainty about the ideological effectivity of television is presumed. Thus, when Morley
says that the relation of an audience to television “remains an empirical question”,
what he is basically aiming at is to open up critical discourse on television audiences,
and to sensitize it for the possibility of struggle in the practices of television use and
consumption — a struggle whose outcome cannot be known in advance, for the
simple reason that encounters between television and audiences are always historic-
ally specific and context-bound.

Academic Convergence?

The “Nationwide” Audience has generally been received as an innovative departure
within cultural studies, both theoretically and methodologically. If Screen theory can



178 len Ang

be diagnosed as one instance in which critical discourse on television suftered from
“the problem of the disappearing audience” (Fejes 1984), Morley’s project repres-
ents an important acknowledgement within cultural studies that television viewing
is a practice that involves the active production of meanings by viewers. But the
book has not only made an impact in cultural studies circles. Curiously, but not
surprisingly, it has also been welcomed by adherents of the uses and gratifications
approach, one of the most influential “mainstream” strands of audience research in
mass communication scholarship. These scholars see books such as Morley’s as an
important step on the part of “critical” scholars in their direction, that is, as a basic
acceptance of, and possible contribution to, a refinement of their own basic axiomatic
commitment to “the active audience”. At the same time, some uses and gratifications
researchers, for their part, have now incorporated some of the insights developed
within the “critical” perspective into their own paradigm. For example, they have
adopted semiologically informed cultural studies concepts such as “text” and “reader”
in their work. This move indicates an acknowledgement of the symbolic nature of
negotiations between media texts and their readers which they, in their narrow
functionalist interest in the multiple relationships between audience “needs” and
media “uses”, had previously all but ignored. As Jay Blumler, Michael Gurevitch and
Elihu Katz admit:

Gratifications researchers, in their paradigmatic personae, have lost sight of what the
media are purveying, in part because of an over-commitment to the endless freedom of
the audience to reinvent the text, in part because of a too rapid leap to mega-functions,
such as surveillance or self-identity. (Blumler et al. 1985: 272)

On top of this conceptual rapprochement, they have also expressed their delight in
noticing a methodological “concession” among “critical” scholars: at last, so they
exclaim, some “critical” scholars have dropped their suspicion of doing empirical
research. In a benevolent, rather fatherly tone, Blumler, Gurevitch and Katz, three
senior ambassadors of the uses and gratifications approach, have thus proclaimed a
gesture of “reaching out” to the other “camp” (1985: 275). Therefore the prospect
is evoked of a merger of the two approaches, to the point that they may ultimately
fuse into a happy common project in which the perceived hostility between the two
“camps” will have been unmasked as academic “pseudo-conflicts”. As one leading
gratifications researcher, Karl Erik Rosengren, optimistically predicts: “To the extent
that the same problematics are empirically studied by members of various schools,
the present sharp differences of opinion will gradually diminish and be replaced by a
growing convergence of perspectives” (1983: 203).°

However, to interpret these recent developments in audience studies in terms
of such a convergence is to simplify and even misconceive what is at stake in the
“ethnographic turn” within cultural studies. For one thing, I would argue that
cultural studies and uses and gratifications research only superficially share “the same
problematics”, as Rosengren would have it. Also, what separates a “critical” from a
“mainstream” perspective is more than merely some “differences of opinion”, sharp
or otherwise. Rather, it concerns fundamental differences not only in epistemological
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but also in theoretical and political attitudes towards the aim and status of doing
empirical work in the first place.

The academic idealization of joining forces in pursuit of a supposedly common
goal as if it were a neutral, scientific project is a particularly depoliticizing strategy,
because it tends to neutralize all antagonism and disagreement in favour of a forced
consensus. If I am cautious and a little wary about this euphoria around the prospect
of academic convergence, it is not my intention to impose a rigid and absolute,
eternal dichotomy between “critical” and “mainstream” research. Nor would I want
to assert that Morley’s project is entirely “critical” and the uses and gratifications
approach completely “mainstream”. As I have noted before, the relationship between
“critical” and “mainstream” is not a fixed one; it does not concern two mutually
exclusive, antagonistic sets of knowledge, as some observers would imply by talking
in terms of “schools”, “paradigms” or even “camps”. In fact, many assumptions and
ideas do not, in themselves, intrinsically belong to one or the other perspective. For
example, the basic assumption that the audience is “active” (rather than passive) and
that watching television is a social (rather than an individual) practice is currently
accepted in both perspectives. There is nothing spectacular about that.® What
matters is how this idea of “activeness” is articulated with a more general theory of
social agency and power. Also, I would suggest that the idea that texts can generate
multiple meanings because readers/viewers can “negotiate” textual meanings is not
in itself a sufficient condition for the declared convergence. For example, Tamar
Liebes has suggested that “the focus of the convergence is on the idea that the
interaction between messages and receivers takes on the form of negotiation, and is
not predetermined” (1986: 1). However, as I will try to show below, what makes
all the difference is the way in which “negotiation” is conceived. After all, “not pre-
determined” does not mean “undetermined”; on the contrary.

While uses and gratifications researchers generally operate within a liberal pluralist
conception of society where individuals are seen as ideally free, that is, unhindered
by external powers, in cultural studies, following Marxist/(post)structuralist assump-
tions, people are conceived as always-already implicated in, and necessarily con-
strained by, the web of relationships and structures which constitute them as social
subjects. This doesn’t mean that they are stripped of agency like preprogrammed
automatons, but that that agency itself, or the “negotiations” subjects undertake in
constructing their lives, is overdetermined (i.e. neither predetermined nor undeter-
mined) by the concrete conditions of existence they find themselves in. Following
Hall (1986b: 46), “determinacy” here is understood in terms of the setting of limits,
the establishment of parameters, the defining of the space of operations, rather than
in terms of the absolute predictability of particular outcomes. This is what Hall
(1986¢) calls a “Marxism without guarantees”, a non-determinist theory of determina-
tion, or, to put it simply, a recognition of the virtual truism that “people make their
own history but under conditions not of their own making”.

How complex structural and conjunctural determinations of viewership and
audiencehood should be conceived remains therefore an important point of divergence
between “critical” and “mainstream” studies. Finally, it is also noteworthy to point
out that, while uses and gratifications researchers now seem to be “rediscovering the
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text”, researchers working within a cultural studies perspective seem to be moving
away from the text. This is very clear in Morley’s second book, Family Television
(1986), on which I will comment later. In fact, it becomes more and more difficult
to delineate what “the television text” is in a media-saturated world.

In other words, in evaluating whether we can really speak of a paradigmatic con-
vergence, it is not enough to establish superficially similar research questions, nor to
take at face value a shared acknowledgement of the usefulness of certain methods of
inquiry. Of course, such commonalities are interesting enough and it would be
nonsense to categorically discard them. I do think it is important to avoid a dogmatism
or antagonism-for-the-sake-of-it, and to try to learn from others wherever that is
possible. But at the same time we should not lose sight of the fact that any call for
a convergence itself is not an innocent gesture. It tends to be done from a certain
point of view, and therefore necessarily involves a biased process in which certain
issues and themes are highlighted and others suppressed. And it is my contention
that an all too hasty declaration of convergence could lead to neglecting some of the
most important distinctive features of cultural studies as a critical intellectual enterprise.

A difference in conceptualizing the object of study is a first issue that needs to be
discussed here. As I have already suggested, in a cultural studies perspective “audi-
ence activity” cannot and should not be studied nominalistically, decontextualized
from the larger network of social relationships in which it occurs. The aim of
cultural studies is not a matter of dissecting “audience activity” in ever more refined
variables and categories so that we can ultimately have a complete and generalizable
formal “map” of all dimensions of “audience activity” (which seems to be the drive
behind the uses and gratifications project; e.g. Levy and Windahl 1984, 1986). Rather,
the aim, as I see it, is to arrive at a more historicized and contextualized insight into
the ways in which “audience activity” is articulated within and by a complex set of
social, political, economic and cultural forces. In other words, what is at stake is not
the understanding of “audience activity” as such as an isolated and isolatable object
of research, but the embeddedness of “audience activity” in a complex network of
ongoing cultural practices and relationships.

As a result, an audience researcher working within a cultural studies sensibility
cannot restrict herself or himself to “just” studying audiences and their activities
(and, for that matter, relating those activities with other variables such as gratifications
sought or obtained, dependencies, effects, and so on). She or he will also engage
herself/himself with the structural and cultural processes through which the audi-
ences she or he is studying are constituted and being constituted. Thus, one essen-
tial theoretical point of the cultural studies approach of the television audience is its
foregrounding of the notion that the dynamics of watching television, no matter
how heterogeneous and seemingly free, are always related to the operations of forms
of social power. It is in this light that we should see Morley’s decision to do research
on viewers” decodings: it was first of all motivated by an interest in what he in the
quote at the beginning of this chapter calls “the ideological operations of television”.

It is important then to emphasize that the reference to “the active audience” does
not occupy the same theoretical status in the two approaches. From a cultural studies
point of view, evidence that audiences are “active” cannot simply be equated with
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the rather triumphant, liberal pluralist conclusion, often displayed by gratificationists,
that media consumers are “free” or even “powerful” — a conclusion which allegedly
undercuts the idea of “media hegemony”. The question for cultural studies is not
simply one of “where the power lies in media systems” (Blumler et al. 1985: 260) —
i.e. with the audience or with the media producers — but rather how relations of
power are organized within the heterogeneous practices of media use and consump-
tion. In other words, rather than constructing an opposition between “the” media
and “the” audience, as if these were separate ontological entities, and, along with it,
the application of a distributional theory of power — i.e. power conceived as a
“thing” that can be attributed to either side of the opposing entities — cultural
studies is interested in understanding media consumption as a site of cultural struggle,
in which a variety of forms of power are exercised, with different sorts of effects.”
Thus if, as Morley’s study has shown, viewers decode a text in different ways and
sometimes even give oppositional meanings to it, this should be understood not as
an example of “audience freedom”, but as a moment in that cultural struggle, an
ongoing struggle over meaning and pleasure which is central to the fabric(ation) of
everyday life.

I hope to have made it clear by now that in evaluating the possibility or even
desirability of a paradigmatic convergence, it is important to look at how “audience
activity” is theorized or interpreted, and how research “findings” are placed in a
wider theoretical framework. So, if one type of “audience activity” which has received
much attention in both approaches has been the “interpretive strategies” used by
audiences to read media texts (conceptualized in terms of decoding structures,
interpretive communities, patterns of involvement, and so on), how are we to make
sense of those interpretive strategies? The task of the cultural studies researcher, I
would suggest, is to develop strategic interpretations of them, different not only in
form and content but also in scope and intent from those offered in more “main-
stream” accounts.® I will return to this central issue of interpretation below.

Beyond Methodology

A troubling aspect about the idea of (and desire for) convergence, then, is that
it tends to be conceptualized as an exclusively “scientific” enterprise. Echoing the
tenets of positivism, its aim seems to be the gradual accumulation of scientifically
confirmed “findings”. It is propelled by the hope that by seeking a shared agreement
on what is relevant to study and by developing shared methodological skills, the
final scientific account of “the audience” can eventually be achieved. In this frame-
work, audience research is defined as a specialized niche within an academic dis-
cipline (e.g. “mass communication”), in which it is assumed that “the audience” is
a proper object of study whose characteristics can be ever more accurately observed,
described, categorized, systematized and explained until the whole picture is “filled
in”. In other words, this scientific project implicitly claims in principle (if not in
practice) to be able to produce total knowledge, to reveal the full and objective
“truth” about “the audience”. The audience here is imagined as, and turned into,
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an object with researchable attributes and features (be it described in terms of
preferences, uses, effects, decodings, interpretive strategies, or whatever) that can be
definitively known — if only researchers of different breeding would stop quarrelling
with each other and unite to work harmoniously together to accomplish the task.’

From such a point of view, the question of methodology becomes a central issue.
After all, rigour of method has traditionally been seen as the guarantee par excellence
for the “scientific” status of knowledge. In positivist social science, the hypothetico-
deductive testing of theory through empirical research, quantitative in form, is
cherished as the cornerstone of the production of “scientific” knowledge. Theory
that is not empirically tested or that is too complex to be moulded into empirically
testable hypotheses has to be dismissed as “unscientific”. These assumptions, which
are more or less central to the dominant version of the uses and gratifications
approach as it was established in the 1970s, are now contested by a growing number of
researchers who claim that reality cannot be grasped and explained through quantitat-
ive methods alone. Stronger still, they forcefully assert that to capture the multidimen-
sionality and complexity of audience activity the use of qualitative methods — and
thus a move towards the “ethnographic” — is desperately called for (cf. Lull 1986;
Jensen 1987; Lindlof and Meyer 1987).

From a “scientific” point of view, it is this methodological challenge that forms
the condition of possibility of the perceived convergence. However, although I
think that the struggle for legitimization of qualitative research is a very important
one, I do believe that it is not the central point for critical cultural studies. This is
the case because, as the struggle is defined as a matter of methodology, its relevance
is confined to the development of audience research as an academic enterprise. Of
course, this development is in itself interesting given the decades-long hegemony of
positivism and the quantifying attitude in audience research. Furthermore, the grow-
ing influence of alternative “paradigms” such as ethnomethodology and symbolic
interactionism should certainly be welcomed. The problem with many “mainstream”
claims about the usefulness of qualitative methods, however, is that they are put
forward in the name of “scientific progress”, without questioning the epistemological
distinction between Science and commonsense which lies at the heart of positivism.
The aim still seems to be the isolation of a body of knowledge that can be recog-
nized as “scientific” (in its broadest meaning), the orientation being one towards
the advancement of an academic discipline, and, concomitantly, the technical improve-
ment of its instruments of analysis.

A cultural studies perspective on audience research cannot stop short at this level
of debate. For critical cultural studies, it is not questions of methodology, nor
“scientific progress” that prevail. On the contrary, we should relativize the academic
commitment to increasing knowledge per se, and resist the temptation of what
Stuart Hall (1986b: 56) has called the “codification” of cultural studies into a stable
realm of established theories and canonized methodologies. In this respect, the
territorial conflict between “mainstream” and “critical” research, quantitative and
qualitative methods, humanistic and social-scientific disciplines, and so on, should
perhaps not bother us too much at all in the first place. As James Carey once
remarked, “[plerhaps all the talk about theory, method, and other such things
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prevents us from raising, or permits us to avoid raising, deeper and disquieting
questions about the purposes of our scholarship” (1983: 5). And indeed: why are
we so interested in knowing about audiences in the first place? In empirical audience
research, especially, it is important to reflect upon the politics of the knowledge
produced. After all, scrutinizing media audiences is not an innocent practice. It does
not take place in a social and institutional vacuum. As we all know, historically, the
hidden agenda of audience research, even when it presents itself as pure and object-
ive, has all too often been its commercial or political usefulness. In other words,
what we should reflect upon is the political interventions we make when studying
audiences — political not only in the sense of some external societal goal, but, more
importantly, in that we cannot afford to ignore the political dimensions of the
process and practice of the production of knowledge itself. What does it mean to
subject audiences to the researcher’s gaze? How can we develop insights that do
not reproduce the kind of objectified knowledge served up by, say, market research
or empiricist effects research? How is it possible to do audience research which is
“on the side” of the audience?'® These are nagging political questions which can-
not be smoothed out by the comforting canons of epistemology, methodology
and Science.

Of course it is not easy to pin down what such considerations would imply in
concrete terms. But it could at least be said that we should try to avoid a stance in
which “the audience” is relegated to the status of exotic “other” — merely interest-
ing in so far as “we”, as researchers, can turn “them” into “objects” of study, and
about whom “we” have the privileged position of acquiring “scientific” knowledge.'!
To begin with, I think, critical audience studies should not strive and pretend to tell
“the truth” about “the audience”. Its ambitions should be much more modest. As
Grossberg has suggested, “the goal of [critical research] is to offer not a polished
representation of the truth, but simply a little help in our efforts to better under-
stand the world” (1987: 89). This modesty has less to do with some sort of false
humility than with the basic acknowledgement that every research practice unavoid-
ably takes place in a particular historical situation, and is therefore in principle of a
partial nature. As Hammersley and Atkinson have provocatively put it, “all social
research takes the form of participant observation: it involves participating in the
social world, in whatever role, and reflecting on the products of that participation”
(1983: 16). The collection of data, either quantitative or qualitative in form, can
never be separated from its interpretation; it is only through practices of interpretive
theorizing that unruly social experiences and events related to media consumption
become established as meaningful “facts” about audiences. Understanding “audi-
ence activity” is thus caught up in the discursive representation, not the transparent
reflection, of diverse realities pertaining to people’s engagements with media.

These considerations lead to another, more politicized conception of doing research.
It is not the search for (objective, scientific) Truth in which the researcher is
engaged, but the construction of interpretations, of certain ways of understanding
the world, always historically located, subjective and relative. It is the decisive import-
ance of this interpretive moment that I would like to highlight in exploring the
possibilities of critical audience studies."
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In positivism, the necessarily worldly nature of interpretation is repressed, relegated
to the refuted realm of “bias”. It is assumed to follow rather automatically — i.e.
without the intervention of the subjective “whims” of the researcher — from the
controlled process of “empirical testing of theory”. An apparent innocence of inter-
pretation is then achieved, one that is seemingly grounded in “objective social
reality” itself. In fact, the very term “interpretation” would seem to have definite
negative connotations for positivists because of its connection with “subjectivism”.
And even within those social science approaches in which the interpretive act of the
researcher — i.e. the moment of data analysis that comes after data collection — is
taken more seriously, interpretation is more often than not problematized as a
technical rather than a political matter, defined in terms of careful inference making
rather than in terms of discursive constructions of reality.

It should be recognized, however, that because interpretations always inevitably
involve the construction of certain representations of reality (and not others), they
can never be “neutral” and merely “descriptive”. After all, the “empirical”, captured
in either quantitative or qualitative form, does not yield self-evident meanings; it
is only through the interpretive framework constructed by the researcher that
understandings of the “empirical” come about. No “theory” brought to bear on the
“empirical” can ever be “value-neutral”; it is always “interested” in the strong sense
of that word. Here, then, the thoroughly political nature of any research practice
manifests itself. What is at stake is a politics of interpretation: “[T]o advance an
interpretation is to insert it into a network of power relations” (Pratt 1986: 52).

Of course, this also implies a shift in the position of the researcher. She or he is no
longer a bearer of the truth, but occupies a “partial” position in two senses of the
word. On the one hand, she or he is no longer the neutral observer, but is someone
whose job it is to produce historically and culturally specific knowledges that are the
result of equally specific discursive encounters between researcher and informants,
in which the subjectivity of the researcher is not separated from the “object” s/he
is studying. The interpretations that are produced in the process can never claim
to be definitive: on the contrary, they are necessarily incomplete (for they always
involve simplification, selection and exclusion) and temporary. “If neither history
nor politics ever comes to an end, then theory (as well as research) is never com-
pleted and our accounts can never be closed or totalized” (Grossberg 1987: 89). On
the other hand, and even more important, the position of the researcher is also more
than that of the professional scholar: beyond being a capable interpreter she or he
is also inherently a political and moral subject. As an intellectual s/he is respons-
ible not only to the Academy, but to the social world s/he lives in as well, con-
sciously or unconsciously so. It is at the interface of “ethics” and “scholarship” that
the researcher’s interpretations take on their distinctive political edge (cf. Rabinow
1986).

Of course, all this entails a different status for empirical research. Material obtained
by ethnographic fieldwork or depth-interviews with audience members cannot simply
be treated as direct slices of reality, as in naturalist conceptions of ethnography.
Viewers’ statements about their relation to television cannot be regarded as self-
evident facts. Nor are they immediate, transparent reflections of those viewers’ “lived
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realities” that can speak for themselves. What is of critical importance, therefore, is
the way in which those statements are made sense of, that is, interpreted. Here lies
the ultimate political responsibility of the researcher. The comfortable assumption
that it is the reliability and accuracy of the methodologies being used that will
ascertain the validity of the outcomes of research, thereby reducing the researcher’s
responsibility to a technical matter, is rejected. In short, to return to Morley’s
opening statement, audience research is undertaken because the relation between
television and viewers is an empirical guestion. But the empirical is not the privileged
domain where the answers should be sought. Answers — partial ones, to be sure,
that is, both provisional and committed — are to be constructed, in the form of
interpretations.'?

Towards Interpretive Ethnography

I would now like to return to Morley’s work, and evaluate its place in the research
field in the light of my reflections above. To be sure, Morley himself situates his
work firmly within the academic context. And parallel to the recent calls for conver-
gence and cross-fertilization of diverse perspectives, Morley seems to have dropped
his original antagonistic posture. For example, while in The “Nationwide” Audience
he emphasizes that “we need to break fundamentally with the ‘uses and gratifications’
approach” (1980a: 14),'* in Family Television, he simply states that this new piece of
research draws “upon some of the insights” of this very approach (1986: 15). The
latter book is also in a more general sense set in a less polemical tone than the first
one: rather than taking up a dissident’s stance against other theoretical perspectives,
which is a central attribute of The “Nationwide” Audience, Family Television is
explicitly presented as a study that aims to combine the perspectives of separate
traditions in order to overcome what Morley calls an “unproductive form of segre-
gation” (ibid.: 13). Furthermore, both books have been written in a markedly
conventional style of academic social science, structured according to a narrative line
which starts out with their contextualization within related academic research trends,
followed by a methodological exposition and a description of the findings, and
rounded oft with a chapter containing an interpretation of the results and some
more general conclusions. In both books Morley’s voice is exclusively that of the
earnest researcher; the writer’s “I”, almost completely eliminated from the surface of
the text, is apparently a disembodied subject solely driven by a disinterested wish to
contribute to “scientific progress”.'®

Morley’s academistic inclination tends to result in a lack of clarity about the
critical import and political relevance of his analyses. For example, the relevance of
Family Television as a project designed to investigate at the same time two different
types of questions regarding television consumption — questions of television use, on
the one hand, and questions of textual interpretation, on the other — is simply
asserted by the statement that these are “urgent questions about the television
audience” (Morley 1986: 13). But why? What kind of urgency is being referred to
here? Morley goes on to say that it is the analysis of the domestic viewing context as
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such which is his main interest, and that he wishes to identify the multiple meanings
hidden behind the catch-all phrase “watching television”. Indeed, central to Family
Television’s discourse are, as Hall remarks in his introduction to the book, the
notions of variability, diversity and difference:

We are all, in our heads, several different audiences at once, and can be constituted as
such by different programmes. We have the capacity to deploy different levels and
modes of attention, to mobilise different competences in our viewing. At different
times of the day, for different family members, different patterns of viewing have
different “saliences”. Here the monolithic conceptions of the viewer, the audience or of
television itself have been displaced — one hopes forever — before the new emphasis on
difference and variation. (Hall 1986a: 10)

Yet when taken in an unqualified manner it is exactly this stress on difference that
essentially connects Morley’s project with the preoccupations of the gratificationists.
After all, it is their self-declared distinctive mission to get to grips with “the gamut
of audience experience” (Blumler et al. 1985: 271). For them too, the idea of
plurality and diversity is pre-eminently the guiding principle for research. A conver-
gence of perspectives after all?

Despite all the agreements that are certainly there, however, a closer look at
the ramifications of Morley’s undertaking reveals other concerns than merely the
characterization and categorizing of varieties within viewers’ readings and uses of
television. Ultimately, it is not difference as such that is of main interest in Morley’s
work. To be sure, differences are not just simple facts that emerge more or less
spontaneously from the empirical interview material; it is a matter of interpretation
what are established as significant differences — significant not in the formal, statist-
ical sense of that word, but in a culturally meaningful, interpretive sense. In cultural
studies, then, it is the meanings of differences that matter — something that can only
be grasped, interpretively, by looking at their contexts, social and cultural bases, and
impacts. Thus, rather than the classification of differences and varieties in all sorts
of typologies, which is a major preoccupation of a lot of uses and gratifications
work, cultural studies would be oriented towards more specific and conjunctural
understandings of how and why varieties in experience occur — a venture, to be sure,
that is a closer approach to the ethnographic spirit.

In Famuly Television, for example, Morley has chosen to foreground the pattern
of differences in viewing habits that are articulated with gender. What Morley
emphasizes is that men and women clearly relate in contrasting ways to television,
not only as to programme preferences, but also in, for example, viewing styles. The
wives interviewed by Morley tend to watch television less attentively, at the same
time doing other things such as talking or doing some housework. The husbands, in
contrast, state a clear preference for viewing attentively, in silence, without interrup-
tion, “in order not to miss anything” (Morley 1986: chapter 6). These differences
are substantiated and highlighted by Morley’s research as empirical facts, but he is
careful to avoid considering these as essential differences between men and women.
As Charlotte Brunsdon has noted, it seems possible.
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to differentiate a male — fixed, controlling, uninterrupted gaze — and a female —
distracted, obscured, already busy — manner of watching television. There is some
empirical truth in these characterizations, but to take this empirical truth for explana-
tion leads to a theoretical short-circuit. (Brunsdon 1986: 105)

Indeed, in mainstream sociological accounts, gender would probably be treated as a
self-evident pregiven factor that can be used as “independent variable” to explain
these differences. Male and female modes of watching television would then be
constituted as two separate, discrete types of experience, clearly defined, fixed, static
“objects” in themselves as it were.'® Such an empiricist account not only essentializes
gender differences, but also fails to offer an understanding of how and why differen-
tiations along gender lines take the very forms they do.

In contrast to this, both Morley and Brunsdon start out to construct a tentative
interpretation which does not take the difference between male and female relations
to television as an empirical given. Neither do they take recourse to psychological
notions such as “needs” or “socialization” — as is often done in accounts of gender
differences, as well as in uses and gratifications research — to try to understand
why men and women tend to watch and talk about television in the disparate ways
they do. In their interpretive work Morley and Brunsdon emphasize the structure
of domestic power relations as constitutive for the differences concerned. The
home generally has different meanings for men and women living in nuclear family
arrangements: for husbands it is the site of leisure, for wives it is the site of work.
Therefore, television as a domestic cultural form tends to be invested with different
meanings for men and women. Television has for men become a central symbol for
relaxation; women’s relation to television, on the other hand, is much more contra-
dictory. Brunsdon has this to say on Morley’s research:

The social relations between men and women appear to work in such a way that
although the men feel ok about imposing their choice of viewing on the whole of the
family, the women do not. The women have developed all sorts of strategies to cope
with television viewing they don’t particularly like. The men in most cases appear to
feel it would be literally unmanning for them to sit quiet during the women’s pro-
grammes. However, the women in general seem to find it almost impossible to switch
into the silent communion with the television set that characterises so much male
viewing. (Brunsdon 1986: 104)

Women’s distracted mode of watching television, then, does not have something to
do with some essential femininity, but is a result of a complex of cultural and social
arrangements which makes it difficult for them to do otherwise, even though they
often express a longing to be able to watch their favourite programmes without
being disturbed. Men, on the other hand, can watch television in a concentrated
manner because they control the conditions to do so. Their way of watching televi-
sion, Brunsdon concludes, “seems not so much a masculine mode, but a mode of
power” (1986: 106).

What clearly emerges here is the beginning of an interpretive framework in which
differences in television-viewing practices are not just seen as expressions of different
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needs, uses or readings, but are connected with the way in which particular social
subjects are structurally positioned in relation to each other. In the context of the
nuclear family home, women’s viewing patterns can only be understood in relation
to men’s patterns; the two are in a sense constitutive of each other. Thus, if watching
television is a social and even collective practice, it is not a harmonious practice.'”
Because subjects are positioned in different ways towards the set, they engage in a
continuing struggle over programme choice and programme interpretation, styles of
viewing and textual pleasure. What kind of viewer they become can be seen as the
outcome of this struggle, an outcome, however, that is never definitive because it
can always be contested and subverted. What we call “viewing habits” are thus not
a more or less static set of behaviours inhabited by an individual or group of indi-
viduals; rather they are the temporary result of a neverending, dynamic and conflictual
process in which “the fine-grained interrelationships between meaning, pleasure, use
and choice” are shaped (Hall 1986a: 10).

Morley’s empirical findings, then, acquire their relevance and critical value in the
context of this emerging theoretical understanding. And of course it could only have
been carried out from a specific interpretive point of view. Needless to say, the point
of view taken up by Morley and Brunsdon is a feminist one, that is, a worldly
intellectual position that is sensitive to the micro-politics of male/female relation-
ships. Television consumption, so we begin to understand, contributes to the every-
day construction of male and female subjectivities through the relations of power,
contradiction and struggle that men and women enter into in their daily engage-
ments with the TV sets in their homes. At this point, we can also see how Morley’s
research enables us to begin to conceive of “the ideological operations of television”
in a much more radical way than has hitherto been done. The relation between
television and audiences is not just a matter of discrete “negotiations” between texts
and viewers. In a much more profound sense the process of television consumption
— and the positioning of television as such in the culture of modernity — has created
new areas of constraints and possibilities for structuring social relationships, iden-
tities and desires. If television is an “ideological apparatus”, to use that oldfashioned-
sounding term, then this is not so much because its texts transmit certain “mes-
sages”, but because it is a cultural form through which those constraints are negotiated
and those possibilities take shape.

But, one might ask, do we need empirical research, or, more specifically, ethno-
graphic audience research, to arrive at such theoretical understandings? Why examine
audiences empirically at all? After all, some critical scholars still dismiss the idea
of doing empirical audience research altogether, because, so they argue, it would
necessarily implicate the researcher with the strategies and aims of the capitalist
culture industry (e.g. Modleski 1986: xi—xii). Against this background, I would like
to make one last comment on Morley’s work here. Due to his academistic posture
Morley has not deemed it necessary to reflect upon his own position as a researcher.
We do not get to know how he found and got on with his interviewees, nor are we
informed about the way in which the interviews themselves took place. One of the
very few things we learn about this in Family Television is that he gave up interview-
ing the adults and the young children at the same time, reportedly “because after an
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initial period of fascination the young children quite quickly got bored” (Morley
1986: 174)! But what about the adults? What were the reasons for their willingness
to talk at such length to an outsider (or was David Morley not an outsider to them)?
And how did the specific power relationship pervading the interview situation affect
not only the families, but also the researcher himself? These are problems inherent
to conducting ethnographic research that are difficult to unravel. But that does not
mean that audience researchers should not confront them, and, eventually, draw the
radical and no doubt uncomfortable conclusions that will emerge from that confron-
tation. We can think of Valerie Walkerdine’s provocative and disturbing query:

Much has been written about the activity of watching films in terms of scopophilia. But
what of that other activity, [ ... ] this activity of research, of trying so hard to under-
stand what people see in films? Might we not call this the most perverse voyeurism?
(Walkerdine 1986: 166)

It is, of course, important for us to recognize the inherent symbolic violence of
any kind of research. However, we cannot renounce our inevitable complicity simply
by not doing research at all, empirical or otherwise. Indeed, such a retreat would
only lead to the dangerous illusion of our own exemption from the realities under
scrutiny, including the realities of living with the media — as if it were possible to
keep our hands clean in a fundamentally dirty world. It is precisely for this reason
that I believe that, in the expanding field of audience studies, an ethnographic
approach can and does have a distinct critical value. Ethnographic work, in the sense
of drawing on what we can perceive and experience in everyday settings, acquires its
critical edge when it functions as a reminder that reality is always more complicated
and diversified than our theories can represent, and that there is no such thing as
“audience” whose characteristics can be set once and for all.'® The critical promise
of the ethnographic attitude resides in its potential to make and keep our inter-
pretations sensitive to concrete specificities, to the unexpected, to history; it is
a commitment to submit ourselves to the possibility of, in Paul Willis’s words,
“being ‘surprised’, of reaching knowledge not prefigured in one’s starting para-
digm” (1980: 90). What matters is not the certainty of knowledge about audiences,
but an ongoing critical and intellectual engagement with the multifarious ways in
which we constitute ourselves through media consumption. Or, as in the words of
Stuart Hall: “I am not interested in Theory, I am interested in going on theorizing”
(1986b: 60).

Notes

1 It should be noted that the term “ethnography” is somewhat misplaced in this context.
Within anthropology, ethnography refers to an in-depth field study of a culture and its
inhabitants in their natural location, which would require the researcher to spend a fair
amount of time in that location, allowing her/him to acquire a nuanced and comprehensive
insight into the dynamics of the social relationships in the culture under study, and
enabling her/him to produce a “thick description” of it. Most qualitative studies of
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media audiences do not meet these requirements. In Morley’s Nationwide study, for
example, the informants were extracted from their natural viewing environment and
interviewed in groups that were put together according to socio-economic criteria. In a
looser sense, however, the use of the term “ethnographic” can be justified here in so far
as the approach is aimed at getting a thorough insight into the “lived experience” of
media consumption.

It should be stressed, however, that the “critical” tradition is not a monolithic whole:
there is not one “critical theory” with generally shared axioms, but many different, and
often conflicting, “critical perspectives”, e.g. political economy and cultural studies.
Thus, the dichotomization of “critical” and “empirical” schools in communication stud-
ies, particularly in the United States, should be considered with some flexibility. See,
e.g., the famous “Ferment in the Field” issue of the Journal of Communication (1983).
The direct theoretical inspiration of Morley’s research was the so-called encoding/
decoding model as launched by Stuart Hall, which presented a theoretical intervention
against “Screen theory”. See Hall (1980a, 1980b). Morley himself has elaborated on the
“interdiscursive” nature of encounters between text and subjects. See Morley (1980b).
See also Tamar Liebes (1986) and Kim Christian Schroder (1987). Such an insistence
upon convergence is not new among “mainstream” communication researchers. For
example, Jennifer Slack and Martin Allor have recalled how in the late 1930s Lazarsfeld
hired Adorno in the expectation that the latter’s critical theory could be used to “revitalize”
American empiricist research by supplying it with “new research ideas”. The collabora-
tion ended only one year later because it proved to be impossible to translate Adorno’s
critical analysis into the methods and goals of Lazarsfeld’s project. Lazarsfeld has never
given up the idea of a convergence, however (Slack and Allor 1983: 210).

Note, for instance, the striking similarities between the following two sentences, one
from a uses and gratifications source, the other from a cultural studies one: “There seems
to be growing support for that branch of communications research which asserts that
television viewing is an active and social process” (Katz and Liebes 1985: 187); “Televi-
sion viewing, the choices which shape it and the many social uses to which we put it,
now turn out to be an irrevocably active and social process” (Hall 1986a: 8).

In stating this I do not want to suggest that cultural studies is a closed paradigm, nor
that all cultural studies scholars share one — say, Foucauldian — conception of power. For
example, the Birmingham version of cultural studies, with its distinctly Gramscian inflec-
tion, has been criticized by Lawrence Grossberg for its lack of a theory of pleasure. An
alternative, postmodernist perspective on cultural studies is developed in Grossberg (1983).
Strategic interpretations, that is, interpretations that are “political” in the sense that
they are aware of the fact that interpretations are always concrete interventions into an
already existing discursive field. They are therefore always partial in both senses of the
word (i.e. partisan and incomplete), and involved in making sense of the world in
specific, power-laden ways. See Mary Louise Pratt (1986).

Rosengren expresses this view in very clearcut terms, where he reduces the existence of
disagreements between “critical” and “mainstream” researchers to “psychological rea-
sons” (1983: 191).

I have borrowed this formulation from Virginia Nightingale (1986: 21-2). Nightingale
remarks that audience research has generally been “on the side” of those with vested
interests in influencing the organization of the mass-media in society, and that it is
important to develop a research perspective that is “on the side” of the audience.
However, it is far from simple to work out exactly what such a perspective would mean.
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The notion of the “active audience”, for example, often put forward by uses and
gratifications researchers not just as an object of empirical investigation but also as an
article of faith, as an axiom to mark the distinctive identity of the “paradigm”, is not in
itself a guarantee of a stance “on the side of the audience”. In fact, the whole passive/
active dichotomy in accounts of audiences has now become so ideologized that it all too
often serves as a mystification of the real commitments behind the research at stake.
Reflections on the predicaments and politics of research on and with living historical
subjects have already played an important role in, for example, feminist studies and
anthropology, particularly ethnography. At least two problems are highlighted in these
reflections. First, there is the rather awkward but seldom discussed concrete relation
between researcher and researched as concrete subjects occupying differential social posi-
tions, more and less invested with power; second, there is the problem of the discursive
form in which the cultures of “others” can be represented in non-objectifying (or,
better, less objectifying) ways. See, e.g., Angela McRobbie (1982); James Clifford (1983);
James Clifford and George Marcus (1986); Lila Abu-Lughold (1991). Researchers of
media audiences have, as far as I know, generally been silent about these issues. How-
ever, for a thought-provoking engagement with the problem, see Valerie Walkerdine
(1986).

See, for a more general overview of the interpretive or hermeneutic turn in the social
sciences, Paul Rabinow and William M. Sullivan (1979). A more radical, Foucauldian
conception of what they call “interpretive analytics” is developed by Hubert Dreyfuss
and Paul Rabinow (1982).

A concise and useful criticism of empiricist mass communication research is offered by
Robert C. Allen (1985: chapter 2).

Morley’s main objection to the uses and gratifications approach concerns “its psycho-
logistic problematic and its emphasis on individual differences of interpretation” (1983:
117). Elsewhere Morley even more emphatically expresses his distance from the uses and
gratifications approach: “Any superficial resemblance between this study of television
audience and the ‘uses and gratifications’ perspective in media research is misleading”
(ibid.).

Note that in positivist epistemology intersubjectivity is considered as one of the main
criteria for scientific “objectivity”. One of the myths by which the institution of Science
establishes itself is that scientific discourse is a process without a subject. Hence the
normative rule that the concrete historical subject of scientific practice, the researcher,
should be interchangeable with any other so as to erase all marks of idiosyncratic
subjectivity.

All sorts of cautious qualifications as to the generalizability of such “findings”, so rou-
tinely put forward in research reports so that the validity of the given typifications are
said to be limited to certain demographic or subcultural categories (e.g. the urban
working class), do not in principle affect this reification of experiential structures.

An image of the television audience as consisting of harmonious collectivities is sug-
gested by Elihu Katz and Tamar Liebes, when they describe the process of decoding
a television programme as an activity of “mutual aid” (1985). While this idea is useful
in that it highlights the social nature of processes of decoding, it represses the possibil-
ity of tension, conflict and antagonism between different decodings within the same
group.

For epistemological deconstructions of the category of “audience” as object of power/
knowledge, see Briankle G. Chang (1987); Martin Allor (1988); Ang (1991).
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Introduction to Part Il

The essays selected in this section of the reader highlight some of the important develop-
ments in the study of the political economy of the mass media — now a robust school of
critical communication scholarship, but one that broke sharply with prevailing academic
trends when it emerged in the 1960s. Scholars such as Harold Innis, Ben Bagdikian, Dallas
Smythe, and Herbert Schiller in North America, and Nicholas Garnham, Peter Golding, Graham
Murdock, and others in Great Britain, began to consider issues of the nature and effects of
the system of production of media and information. The focus in US-based political economy
of communication tends to emphasize the economic side of the equation with focus on
ownership, corporatization, and consumption, while in Britain there has been a spotlighting
of the political dimension, with emphasis on public service broadcasting, the importance of
state-supported and regulated communications, and the politics of broadcasting.’

Even today, the place of political economy in critical cultural studies is a contested area.
Advocates of British cultural studies have been emphatic in positioning their work in opposition
to political economy approaches, emphasizing that cultural studies originated and developed
through the critique of the Marxist base/superstructure model and its “reductionist” eco-
nomic determinism. Rather than affirm one side or another in this ongoing debate, we would
suggest that the texts offered in KeyWorks can be used to overcome the divide between
political economy and cultural analysis rather than pitting one side against the other.

The London-based communication scholar Nicholas Garnham attempted to counter charges
of economic reductionism and determinism by offering a revision of the much-maligned
base/superstructure model in an attempt to connect media and culture with developments
within industrial capitalism, and thus rethink relations between economics and culture. In the
essay included here (from 1986), Garnham's revamped model moves away from what he
calls “the twin traps of economic reductionism and of the idealist autonomization of the
ideological level” toward a more complex, relational design that seeks to address the issues
raised by cultural studies regarding ideology and autonomy, while retaining its engagement
with classical Marxism. His most significant intervention is the idea that cultural artifacts
are social and materialist phenomena articulated to specific historical moments in capitalist
development and thus variable and shifting. Garnham'’s core point is that the production and
dissemination of mass culture is rooted in the material dimension: the pressing need, he
writes, is “to distinguish between the media as processes of material production on the one
hand, and as sites of ideological struggle on the other, and the relationship between those
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two levels or instances.” That relationship, he argues, is vital to a complete understanding of
contemporary culture. In his essay, Garnham offers a useful map of the terrain of the political
economy of the mass media, areas of which are further explored in the other selections
included here.?

Garnham's call for more concrete analysis of the economics of media production is illus-
trated by Canadian communications researcher Dallas Smythe's innovative reconceptualization
of a political economy of the media which focuses on media consumption — but with a new
critical twist. In Smythe's view, the audience of media in the act of consumption constitutes
“exchange value.” As Smythe points out, none of the literature on economics or political
economy deals with “the role of the markets for audiences, produced by the mass media,
bought and used by advertisers.” Smythe revisions the audience’s role in the system as
unpaid work in the service of the advertising industry. He was among the first to examine
the connection between the apparently nonadvertising content of the media with the paid
advertisements, noting the symbiotic relationship between these two purportedly separate
functions. Smythe's “audience consumption” is much different from the “active audience”
of British cultural studies, and it is still a potent challenge to the myths and claims of an
uncritical celebration of audience empowerment.

In Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of the Mass Media (1988), Noam
Chomsky and Edward Herman present a more traditional analysis in their examination of the
influence of market forces on media content, developing what they term a “propaganda
model” of the news that connects corporate and state power in a regulatory nexus. Explod-
ing prevailing myths of US journalism that rest on ideas of pluralism and free agency in a
democratic society, Herman and Chomsky demonstrate that the free-market economics
model of media leads inevitably to normative and narrow reportorial frames. In the chapter
included here, they detail the five “filters” on which their propaganda model is based: media
ownership and profit orientation, the influence of advertising, the role of experts, “flak” as a
means of disciplining the media, and the rhetorical strategy of anticommunism.

Herman and Chomsky's central point is that the media tend to “marginalize dissent and
allow the government and dominant private interests to get their messages across to the
public" in ways that promote hegemonic constructions and suppress oppositional voices.
Herman and Chomsky have together, individually, and with other collaborators, developed a
large body of work critical of US foreign policy and the role of the media in promoting state
and corporate interests.® Their work is highly controversial — it has been methodologically
challenged, dismissed as derivative, and derided as a “conspiracy theory.” We include a
selection from Manufacturing Consent here in the belief that it can be viewed as a theoret-
ical “key"” that opens up a radical critique of the media by integrating certain significant
themes into a critical heuristic that encourages readers to analyze the frames and discourse
within which political events are presented by mainstream media. Most notably, Herman and
Chomsky remind us that in a nominal democracy with serious inequities of wealth and power,
the media can function to “manufacture consent” to policies that rarely represent the voices
or interests of the majority of readers and citizens.

This idea is echoed in the work of Herbert Schiller, who also addresses an aspect of
Nicholas Garnham's “map" of political economy — “the industrialization of culture,” where
culture is construed as an arm of the industrial-business sector, combined with the “corpor-
ate takeover of public expression” whereby corporations come to control the media, educa-
tion, public spaces, and cultural creation. Teaching for some decades at the University of
California at San Diego before his death in May 2000, Schiller was a pioneer in analyzing the
role of media and culture in the world economy, forging theoretical linkages of commun-
ication and information with political economy. His early work — starting with 1969's Mass
Communications and American Empire — revealed the role of the media industries in the
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military-industrial complex and the interconnected power structures that shape the function-
ing and content of the mass media. The critical lens that Schiller applied to the examination
of the role of popular culture in the spread of American corporate dominance illuminated the
links between cultural and economic hegemonic processes.

We are including a text by Schiller in KeyWorks that contains an early critique of the
emerging concept of globalization (1991). Recognizing that the collapse of the system of
Soviet communism and triumph of the capitalist market system on a global scale represented
a striking difference from the post-Second World War geopolitical system, Schiller insists that
the expansion of the capitalist market is a metamorphosis and expansion of the system of
economic domination and consumption. Arguing against the claim that the new global
culture represents a field of diversity, heterogeneity, and difference, in an article titled “Not
Yet the Post-Imperialist Era,” Schiller argues that US media cultural dominance continues
apace and that corporate transnationalism and not an amorphous “globalism” is the dominant
economic force of the present moment.

The significance of Schiller's critique is that it does not allow the question of power to be
elided. The underlying thesis of his analyses is humanitarian and politically progressive: he
reminds us that people (especially in Asia, Latin America, and Africa) have vast unmet needs,
yet these are consistently supplanted by the imperatives for profit of multinational US and
European corporations. From this optic, the mass media are agents in an ongoing process of
marginalization and displacement of people's genuine needs in favor of the consumption of
global culture that narcotizes its audiences and induces conformity to the existing system.

The question of who constitutes those media audiences offers another glimpse into the
politico-economic functioning of the cultural industries. Eileen Meehan revisits, from a feminist
perspective, the concept of the “commodity audience” that underpins all media conglomer-
ates's decision-making tactics. As she points out, the definition of the “commaodity audience”
for broadcasting corporations has nothing to do with the people watching television — or
even the people purchasing the goods advertised on TV. Rather, the audience is a construc-
tion whose definition is tied to controlling costs of production and advertising prices. But
as she notes, “[Slocietal divisions of labor based on gender, plus prejudicial assumptions
about gender, [have] played a significant role in defining and differentiating the commodity
audience.” Unspoken racist and sexist biases shaped the delineation of the most desirable
audience as white males between 18 and 34, a privileging that, as Meehan asserts, “makes
little economic sense” and rests on an inherently contradictory stereotyping of gender roles,
wherein men are assumed to be both higher wage-earners and frequent shoppers. The quest
for this young, white, male audience affects the ideological content of programming and
renders television an instrument of oppression of women, people of color, and the working
classes.

The argument underpinning her position, and indeed that of the others in this section, is
that there cannot be an engagement with cultural products without a consideration of the
material realities of the context in which they are produced and consumed. Political economy
is thus a vital part of any useful critique of the media and mass culture, offering a space in
which the material and the symbolic can converge. But more importantly, it brings us back to
the essentially progressive nature of media criticism, the understanding that real lives and real
human conditions are impacted by these systems of cultural production and distribution, and
that improving media and culture are a crucial part of social transformation.

Perhaps the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu brought these issues to light most clearly
in his wide-ranging body of work spanning the disciplines of anthropology, philosophy, art
criticism, media studies, Marxist analysis, postmodernism, poststructuralism, and sociology.
Bourdieu's central concern was with the relationship between class and cultural consumption,
a relationship most intricately analyzed in his book Distinction (1984). For Bourdieu, the
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economy of cultural goods is motivated by an inherent “practical logic” that positions some
aesthetic objects and their appreciation above others in a social and material hierarchy. But
the ability to distinguish artistic merit, to exhibit an aesthetic sense or “good taste,” is an
outcome of class position — “of early immersion into a world of cultivated people, practices
and objects" (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 75). The acquisition of such “cultural capital” plays out on
a field of antagonistic struggle between classes, wherein elites defend themselves against the
“vulgar” or “common” tastes of the working classes, and middle-class people seek to gain
status while fending off the pretentiousness of the upper echelons as well as the perceived
boorishness of the peasantry. Bourdieu makes a distinction between economic capital and
cultural capital, but argues that they are deeply mutually imbricated; he sees “all practices,
including those purporting to be disinterested or gratuitous, and hence non-economic, as
economic practices directed towards the maximizing of material or symbolic profit” (Bourdieu,
1977, p. 183). In Bourdieu's view, the role of symbolic, or cultural, capital in society serves to
legitimize and reproduce the material conditions of existence.

Political economy, then, involves a complex interaction between the economy, state, social
movements, and popular participation in social and cultural processes. It encompasses analysis
of production and consumption of media, goods, and services which incorporate individuals
in a modern consumer and media society. Yet, political economies are historically specific,
with differences between countries like the United States and Britain in terms of ownership
patterns of the media and such things as television consumer practices. Important differences
also exist between the Western and non-Western countries in terms of how they appropriate
the products of Western transnational media industries and create their own local cultural
forms and meanings. Moreover, globalization and new technologies are so dramatically
altering the world economy that constant updating and rethinking of the political economy
of communication is now more important than ever, as we show in Part VI of this Reader.

Notes

1 Of course, various practitioners of the political economy of communication have mixed their focus
on the economic and political sides of the field. For useful overviews of the field of political economy
of communication see Mosco (1996) and Calabrese and Sparks (2003).

2 lronically, in some ways his vision of relating culture to an economic base in a nonreductionist way
echoes the themes in Stuart Hall's theory of articulation; although these theoreticians (and other
scholars in the two schools of thought) locate themselves in opposition to one another, their
positions in some areas reveal more parallels than the writers themselves might care to admit.

3 Chomsky has published by now a small library of books criticizing US media and foreign policy; see
The Chomsky Reader (1987) for selections and the documentary film Manufacturing Consent for an
overview.
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Contribution to a Political
Economy of Mass-
Communication

Nicholas Garnham

Introduction

The major modern communication systems are now so evidently key institu-
tions in advanced capitalist societies that they require the same kind of atten-
tion, at least initially, that is given to the institutions of industrial production
and distribution. Studies of the ownership and control of the capitalist press,
the capitalist cinema, and capitalist and state capitalist radio and television
interlock, historically and theoretically, with wider analysis of capitalist society,
capitalist economy and the neo-capitalist state. Further, many of the same
institutions require analysis in the context of modern imperialism and nco-
colonialism, to which they are crucially relevant.

Over and above their empirical results, these analyses force theoretical revision
of the formula of base and superstructure and of the definition of productive
forces, in a social area in which large scale capitalist economic activity and
cultural production are now inseparable. Unless this theoretical revision is
made, even the best work of the radical and anti-capitalist empiricists is in the
end overlaid or absorbed by the specific theoretical structures of bourgeois
cultural sociology.

— R. Williams, 1977: 136

The purpose of this article is to support this call for a major revision within cultural
theory, to explain why such a revision is necessary and to begin to explore some of
its consequences.

From Nicholas Garnham,.“Contribution to a political economy of mass-communication.” In Richard
Collins, et al. (eds.), Medin, Culture & Society: A Critical Reader, pp. 9-32. London: Sage, 1986.
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The fact that Williams’s own call for this theoretical revision is hidden, gnomically,
in a book of literary theory, and has thus not received the attention it deserves
within mass-media research, is itself symptomatic of the existing ideological resistances
to such a revision, not only within “bourgeois cultural theory”, but also within what
pass for Marxist alternatives. Indeed, I will go on to argue that in his effort to break
with this all pervasive idealism, Williams, in formulating his own “cultural material-
ism”, has reacted by taking too materialist a stance.

What this article calls for, therefore, is the elaboration of a political economy
of culture with a political economy of mass-communication taking its subsidiary
place within that wider framework as the analysis of an important, but historically
specific mode of the wider process of cultural production and reproduction. The
need to elaborate such a political economy is intensely practical. It stems from actual
changes in the structure of contemporary capitalism as they effect what has been
dubbed “The Culture Industry” and the relationship of that industry to the State.
Symptoms of the urgent political problems raised by these changes can be observed
throughout the developed, capitalist world. They can be seen in a whole range of
Government Reports and interventions of which, in Britain, the most obvious recent
examples are the Royal Commission on the Press, the Annan Committee Report
and the subsequent White Paper on Broadcasting, the Prime Minister’s Working
Party on the Film Industry and its proposals for a British Film Authority. They
can be seen underlying the present dispute at Times Newspapers, the debate over
the allocation of the fourth TV channel and the present financial problems of
the BBC. Parallels to these reports, problems and debates can be found in all the
member countries of OECD. At an international level, recent debates in UNESCO
and the continuing diplomatic activity surrounding the concept of a New World
Information Order can only be properly understood in this context. In the face of
such developments most current mass-media research and theorizing is demonstrably
inadequate.

Before moving on to examine some of the theoretical problems raised by this shift
in research emphasis, let me give just one concrete example of the kind of informa-
tion to which it gives privileged attention and why. During the last few weeks in
Britain we have witnessed the failure of the Government to provide the BBC with
adequate finance, a matter of great and ill-understood strategic significance in the
whole development of British broadcasting and a subject that will repay substantive
analysis from the perspective I am here outlining in a future edition of this journal.
We have also witnessed the reactivation of the debate on TV and Violence by the
publication of Dr Belson’s study, a matter of undoubted importance to anyone
concerned with mass-media research in Britain. Nonetheless, in my view the most
significant development of the period was hidden away on the financial pages,
namely the take-over of British Relay Wireless by the Electronic Rental Group,
making ERG the second largest TV rental group in the UK. The significance of
this take-over is that it was financed by a £10 million loan from ERG’s controlling
share-holder Philips Electronic. Now Philips is one of the firms involved in the
audio-visual sector of the culture industry, in terms of total sales the world’s third
largest after General Electric and ITT and in terms of the proportion of its business
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related to electronic audio-visual manufacture and production it is the world leader
by some way. The next phase of development of the culture industry will involve the
attempt to develop and exploit the domestic entertainment market, particularly
through video. Control of a rental network will be one of the keys to success in the
competitive struggle for this market for two reasons: firstly, as has been true for
domestic TV receivers, because the necessary hardware can only be sold in sufficient
quantity on credit, but secondly, and here we have a crucial distinction between the
new developments and the rental of TV receivers, because there is no internationally
agreed technical standard for video recorders and players (whether of cassettes or discs)
with the result that the decision on the choice of hardware limits the consumer’s
subsequent choice of software. Now since, of all the world’s major electronic com-
panies, only Philips is already in a position to develop co-ordinated software pro-
duction (through such subsidiaries as Polygram and Phonogram) control of tied
rental outlets for their hardware would give them a vertically integrated international
cultural monopoly of a scale and type not yet seen in this sector and with cultural
consequences over the medium term (10 to 20 years) that make our petty domestic
disputes over the allocation of the fourth channel pale into insignificance (see Financinl
Times, 19 December 1978).

A Necessary Return to Fundamentals

Before returning to further concrete examples of the problems a political economy
of mass-communication tries to analyse, it is necessary, precisely because of the
dominance of idealism within the analysis of culture and of the mass-media, to make
an unavoidable theoretical digression in order to base subsequent discussion firmly
within the necessary historical materialist perspective. In asking for a shift within
mass-media research towards historical materialism, one is asserting an order of
priorities which is both a hierarchy of concrete historical and material determinants
in the real world as well as an order of research priorities. That is to say, we are faced
with the problem of understanding an actual historical process which itself con-
cretely exhibits structurally ordered determinants within which material production
is ultimately determinant, which is what makes our theory materialist, while at the
same time there are a limited number of researchers with limited material resources
among which I include time, who must thus choose, from within the complex
totality of the historical social process, to examine those aspects of the process which
are likely to lead to the clearest understanding of the dynamics of that process
and through that understanding to its human control. It is this question of choice
which underlies Marx’s own mode of abstraction. Thus, in opposition to that post-
Althusserian/Lacanian current which has been dangerously dominant within recent
British Marxist research in the area of mass-media, a current of which Screen is a
representative example, one asserts, not that the problem of subjectivity for instance
is of no interest, but that it is of less interest than that of class or capital accumula-
tion. Moreover, one is not asserting that such a hierarchy of historical determinants
of research concerns is universal, that there is A theory of mass-media, but that they
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correspond to the actual historically specific hierarchy of a particular social formation.
Or as Marx himself put it,

my analytical method . . . does not start out from man, but from the analytically given
social period.'

That is to say the economic is determinant under capitalism, because capitalism is a
mode of social organization characterized by the domination of an abstract system
of exchange relations. Further the particular relationship between the abstract and
the concrete or between “phenomenal forms” and “real relations” or between ideas
and matter, which is appropriate to historical materialism as a mode of analysis of
capitalism, stems from the real relation between the abstract (exchange relations)
and the concrete (individual lived experience, real labour etc.) within the social
formation itself. In a social formation in which social relations were not abstracted
into a relation of exchange a different theoretical relationship between the abstract
and the concrete would hold.

Moreover, the abstract should not be opposed to the concrete, just as the phe-
nomenal forms should not be opposed to the real relations. One is precisely a form
of the other. That is to say, the exchange relation has a concrete material reality in
the form of money, bills of exchange, credit cards, banks etc., but its mode of
operation and with it the reproduction of the capitalist social formation depends
upon its abstraction, the fact that it works “behind men’s backs” and thus “can be
determined with the precision of natural science”. It can only be determined with
such precision so long as it is a supra-individual social process. This is both a
methodological and historical postulate. That is to say, the necessary condition for a
capitalist social formation is the existence of a more or less universal domination of
social relations by the exchange relation, i.e. a market economy. Wherever such
domination is challenged (and we do not and never have seen, in this sense, an
“ideal” capitalist social formation) by explicit political action, by human will and
reason, the logic of capital is challenged. It is for this reason that the State is a
necessarily contradictory form.

This leads us to the concept of ideology which so dominates our field of study
and to the central problem within cultural theory, namely the base/superstructure
relationship. The central postulate of historical materialism is that man as a biolo-
gical organism must undertake a constant material exchange with nature and it is
this exchange that is named labour. Within history the labour/nature relationship
has become increasingly mediated through specific modes of production, thus mak-
ing the links more difficult to analyse. Because of this difficulty the possibility of
error and thus of ideology enters. But it remains a material fact that, ultimately,
material production in this direct sense is determinate in that it is only the surplus
produced by this labour that enables other forms of human activity to be pursued.
Thus the superstructure remains dependent upon and determined by the base of
material production in that very fundamental sense.

Clearly the greater the surplus to immediate physical reproductive needs the greater
the autonomy of the superstructure and indeed the greater the possible variation
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and diversity within superstructural organization, always providing of course that the
mode of material production is such as to guarantee the necessary surplus. In this
important sense the superstructure/culture is and remains subordinate and secondary
and the crucial questions are the relationship between, on the one hand, the mode
of extraction and distribution of the material surplus, e.g. class relations and, on the
other, the allocation of this material surplus within the superstructure, for instance,
the problem of public expenditure among others. But while, historically, the super-
structure has become more autonomous, there still remain direct, narrow material
constraints upon individuals even within developed, industrial societies. Everyone
has to eat and sleep and be maintained at a given body temperature in determinate
temporal cycles. Thus, as Marx himself noted, every economy is an economy of time
(Marx, 1973), which is why labour-time is so crucial an analytical concept. Cultural
reproduction is still directly governed by these material determinants in the sense
that the time and resources available to those who have to sell their labour power to
capital, within labour-time constraints largely imposed by capital, remain limited and
they still use the most significant proportion of their available time and material
resources in order to ensure material, biological reproduction.

It is at this primary level both theoretically and actually that social being determines
social consciousness. Thus economism, the concern for immediate physical survival
and reproduction within the dominant relations of exchange is an immediate and
rational response to the determinants of social being. What E. P. Thompson has
recently dubbed “lumped bourgeois intellectuals” (Thompson, 1978) too easily
forget this, both because their material conditions of existence are often less imme-
diately determinate and also because of a guilty conscience concerning the subjective
relationship of exploitation in which they stand vis-a-vis productive material labour.

The Material, the Economic and the Ideological

No political economy of culture can avoid discussion of the base/superstructure
relationship, but in so doing it needs to avoid the twin traps of economic reduction-
ism and of the idealist autonomization of the ideological level. The central problem
with the base /superstructure metaphor as with the related culture /society dichotomy
is that being a metaphor of polarity, essentially binary in form, it is unable adequately
to deal with the number of distinctions that are necessary, in this instance between
the material, the economic and the ideological. These should be seen not as three
levels, but as analytically distinct, but coterminous moments both of concrete social
practices and of concrete analysis. Furthermore, any political economy needs to hold
constantly to the historicity of the specific articulations between these moments.
There is a sense in which the base/superstructure metaphor always does imply a
notion of expressive totality, a totality in which either the superstructure is express-
ive of an economic base (under capitalism of a capitalist economic base) or, on the
other hand, a tautological sense of expressive totality by which all phenomena of a
social formation are expressive of that social formation. That is to say, the notion of
expressive totality can be used either deterministically or relationally. For me at least
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it is clear that the analysis in Capitalis of the latter type. That is to say what is being
analysed is not, as Mandel (1975) has stressed, a social formation in equilibrium
but in disequilibrium; an uncompleted at the time Marx wrote, and still incom-
plete, process of capitalist development, a development which was marked not by
the total domination and determinacy of capitalist economic forms, an expressive
totality in that sense, but on the contrary by a series of shifting relationships between
the economic and other instances each interacting with the other in a process of
uneven and contradictory development, so that the totality of the social formation
at any historic moment was only expressive of the actual state of those shifting
interrelationships.

Thus the pertinence or meaning of any analytical category, such as base and
superstructure, expressing as it does a relationship, will shift as the historical reality
it is used to explain shifts. Similarly, we could say that the purpose of a political
economy of culture is to elucidate what Marx and Engels meant in The German
Ideology by “control of the means of mental production”, while stressing that the
meaning that they gave to the term was quite clearly historical and therefore shifting
and was never meant to be frozen into some simple dichotomy as it has so often
been in subsequent Marxist writing. Further the political economy of mass-media is
the analysis of a specific historical phase of this general development linked to
historically distinct modalities of cultural production and reproduction.

In his discussion of base and superstructure in Marxism and Literature, Williams
points out that, although, in stressing the determinacy of the base against bourgeois
idealism, one version of Marxist cultural theory has been accused, both by bourgeois
and Marxist critics, of “vulgar materialism”, “the truth is that it was never materialist
enough”. And he continues:

What any notion of a “self-subsistent order” suppresses is the material character of the
productive forces which produce such a version of production. Indeed it is often a way
of suppressing full consciousness of the very nature of such a society. If “production”,
in capitalist society, is the production of commodities for a market, then different but
misleading terms are found for every other kind of production and productive force.
What is most often suppressed is the direct material production of “politics”. Yet any
ruling class devotes a significant part of material production to establishing a political
order. The social and political order which maintains a capitalist market, like the social
and political struggle that created it, is necessarily a material production. From castles
and palaces and churches to prisons and workhouses and schools; from weapons of war
to a controlled press: any ruling class, in variable ways though always materially, pro-
duces a social and political order. These are never superstructural activities. They are the
necessary material production within which an apparently self-subsistent mode of pro-
duction can alone be carried on. The complexity of the process is especially remarkable
in advanced capitalist societies, where it is wholly beside the point to isolate “produc-
tion” and “industry” from the comparable material production of “defence”, “law and
order”, “welfare”, “entertainment” and “public opinion”. In failing to grasp the material
character of the production of a social and political order, this specialised (and bourgeois)
materialism failed also, but even more conspicuously, to understand the material char-
acter of the production of a cultural order. The concept of the superstructure was then
not a reduction but an evasion. (Williams, 1977: 92-3)
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Williams’s stress here on the materiality of the cultural process is a necessary
correction to both bourgeois idealism and its post-Althusserian Marxist variants. But
this formulation also suffers from a misleading reductionism by failing to distinguish
between the material and the economic. It is in fact a materialist rather than a his-
torical materialist formulation. The absence of this necessary distinction is contained
in the apparently insignificant but crucial phrase “in variable ways though always
materially”; for it is precisely the specific articulations of these variable ways that
characterize various stages of pre-capitalist and capitalist development, that charac-
terize the shifting meaning of what Marx and Engels called “control of the means of
mental production”, shifts which it is the central purpose of a political economy
of mass-communication to map and analyse. Certainly a licensed press and a com-
mercial, “free” press are both material, but the economic differences between these
two forms of “political” control are precisely what differentiates a capitalist from
a pre-capitalist form. Similarly, the difference between the economic structure of
private and public education constitutes within the same materiality, the substance
of “political” struggle. While the materiality of politics, i.c. its maintenance out of
the total social surplus of material production, is a general, universal phenomenon,
the ways in which that surplus is extracted and distributed and the relation of that
economic form to the political are historically distinct and specific, so that, at present,
the matter of subsidies to political parties or to the Press becomes an object of
“political” struggle to change economic forms and by so doing to change “political”
structures.

Similarly, while Williams is correct to stress the materiality of all social practices it
cannot be said, from an economic perspective, that it is wholly beside the point to
isolate “production” and “industry” from the material production of “defence”, etc.,
when what is often in question when considering the relation between these various
social practices is not their shared materiality, but on the contrary their significantly
different economic articulation, for instance the variance between those practices
carried on by private capital for profit, the publication of a newspaper for instance,
and those practices carried on by the State outside direct commodity production,
e.g. the BBC or the State education system. To collapse all this into a general
category of “material” production is precisely an “evasion”, both of the differing
and developing economic articulations between various forms of material produc-
tion and also of the amount of cultural production and reproduction that takes place
within the industrial sphere as narrowly defined, in the organizations of the labour
process with its industrial psychologists, its labour relations experts, its time and
motion study experts, its production engineers and its personnel managers, in the
structures of employer paternalism, in the organization of the market itself, etc. To
take one example of such an articulation one might hypothesize that the relation-
ship between the male predominance in newspaper readership compared with TV
was not unconnected with the contrast between the culture of work as against the
culture of home and has important political consequences.

This confusion between the material and the economic is common and it is worth
dwelling briefly on the nature of the distinction. Insofar as historical materialism is
materialist, it is based upon the postulates that Williams outlines. But insofar as it is
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historical, it is concerned to analyse the specific and shifting modes of this funda-
mental material relation, all of which are forms of that relation. In particular, it is
postulated that any form of extended social relationship depends upon the extrac-
tion and distribution of material surplus and the means by which this is achieved
is thus the central determining characteristic of any social formation. Such modes
of social production and exchange are cultural, hence the very real problem of
making a society/culture differentiation without narrowing the definition of culture
to include only those elements of social interaction which involve a secondary level
of abstraction, namely the representation of concrete, material relations in symbolic
forms. Thus we must distinguish two types of form, a social form which is a series
of material relations that, insofar as they operate unconsciously, can be abstractly
analysed and determined with the precision of natural science, and a cultural form
which, while it entails a material support, is not itself material and which has an
essentially mediated relationship with the material reality it represents. Indeed, there
is an essential divide between these distinct formal realms, the existence of which
allows ideology to enter, because it allows denial and the lie, both of which depend
upon a relationship which is not determinant. However, this autonomy is bought at
the cost of a loss of real or material effectivity. Cultural forms only become effective
when they are translated into social forms which do have material effectivity. Thus
there is a constant dialectic at the cultural level between autonomy and effectivity
and it is at the level of social effectivity that material production is ultimately
determinant.

However, to return to the level of social forms, the economic is a specific histor-
ical form of the social relations of production and distribution. It is the form these
relations take in a social formation within which commodity exchange is dominant.
Thus, it is possible to argue that the economic is superstructural in relation to the
material base or structure, that it could in fact be seen as the dominant level of the
superstructure. For what Marx argues in Capstal is that the real historical transition
to capitalism involves a move from a system of social relations and domination based
upon the direct physical control of landed property and people to one based upon
the increasingly indirect control through commodity exchange and, in particular,
through the exchange of the commodity of labour power, and that this real histor-
ical process is a real process of social abstraction which thus requires appropriate
theoretical abstraction for its analysis. It is because the economic is the most abstract
and fundamental form of the social relation within capitalism that it is primary both
theoretically and actually, but as a historically specific representation of a predetermin-
ate material relationship.

It is the real existence of this abstract economic level of extended commodity
production that allows for the development of an increasing division of labour and
thus for the development of the specific superstructural forms of capitalism. Thus
the relative autonomy of the superstructure is a real and increasingly central charac-
teristic of capitalism, but it is itself determined at the level of the economic and
ultimately it is a form, at two levels of mediation, of a material relation which also
remains determinant in and through the economic.
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The Inadequacies of Existing Marxist Theory

From this perspective available historical materialist theories are inadequate to deal
with the real practical challenges they face largely because they offer reductionist
explanations which favour either a simple economic determinism or an ideological
autonomy, thus failing to analyse and explain precisely that which makes the object
of analysis centrally significant, namely the relationship between the economic and
the ideological. Thus we are offered the following.

(a) An unproblematic acceptance of the base/superstructure model drawn from
a partial reading of The German Ideology which, unargued, simply states that the
mass-media are ideological tools of ruling-class domination either through direct
ownership or, as in the case of broadcasting, via ruling-class control of the State.
Such a position neglects both the specific effects of subordinating cultural production
and reproduction to the general logic of capitalist commodity production and the
specificities of the varying and shifting relationships between economic, ideological
and political levels within actual concrete historical moments. Miliband in Marxism
and Politics expresses a classic version of this theory:

Whatever else the immense output of the mass media is intended to achieve, it is also
intended to help prevent the development of class-consciousness in the working class
and to reduce as much as possible any hankering it might have for a radical alternative
to capitalism. The ways in which this is attempted are endlessly different; and the
degree of success achieved varies considerably from country to country and from one
period to another — there are other influences at work. But the fact remains that “the
class which has the means of material production at its disposal” does have, “control at
the same time of the means of mental production”: and that it does seek to use them
for the weakening of opposition to the established order. Nor is the point much affected
by the fact that the state in almost all capitalist countries “owns” the radio and television
— its purpose is identical. (Miliband, 1977: 50)

It should be noted here that for all its philosophical sophistication the Althusserian
position on ISA represents little if any advance on this position, as indeed Simon
Clarke (1977) has correctly noted with respect to the Miliband/Poulantzas
controversy.

(b) Secondly, and in partial reaction against this classic Marxist explanation of
the role of the mass-media, we are offered an elaboration of the relative autonomy
of the superstructure and within the superstructure of the ideological and political
levels. All such theories in their effort to reject economism or, as Althusser puts it,
“the idea of a ‘pure and simple” non-overdetermined contradiction”, to a greater or
lesser extent have also removed economic determinacy, i.e. as Althusser again puts
it, in such theories “the lonely hour of the ‘last instance’ never comes” (Althusser,
1969: 113). This general position has rightly developed the insights of the Frankfurt
School into the importance of the superstructure and of mediation, while damagingly
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neglecting a crucial component of the Frankfurt School’s original position, namely
the fact that under monopoly capitalism the superstructure becomes precisely indus-
trialized; it is invaded by the base and the base/superstructure distinction breaks
down but via a collapse into the base rather than, as is the tendency with the post-
Althusserian position, via the transformation of the base into another autonomous
superstructural discourse.

In our age the objective social tendency is incarnate in the hidden subjective purpose of
company directors, the foremost among whom are in the most powerful sectors of
industry — steel, petroleum, electricity and chemicals. Culture monopolies are weak and
dependant in comparison. They cannot afford to neglect their appeasement of the real
holders of power if their sphere of activity in mass-society is not to undergo a series of
purges. (Adorno and Horkheimer, 1977: 351)

The truth of this original insight is demonstrated monthly as firms in the cultural
sector are absorbed into large industrial conglomerates and brought under the sway
of their business logic. Indeed, the real weakness of the Frankfurt School’s original
position was not their failure to realize the importance of the base or the economic,
but insufficiently to take account of the economically contradictory nature of the pro-
cess they observed and thus to see the industrialization of culture as unproblematic
and irresistible. Those who have come after, while rightly criticizing the Frankfurt
School for its absence of concrete class analysis, an absence stemming precisely from
their insufficiently nuanced analysis of the economic level, in developing their the-
ories of the effectivity of the superstructure have, ironically, massively compounded
the original error.

The most distinguished exponent of the post-Althusserian position in Britain,
Stuart Hall, in his essay “Culture, the Media and the Ideological Effect” (Curran
et al., 1977), recognizes that there is a decisive relationship between the growth of
the mass-media and “everything that we now understand as characterizing ‘monopoly
capitalism’”, but at the same time refuses an analysis of this decisive relationship
claiming that “these aspects of the growth and expansion of the media historically
have to be left to one side by the exclusive attention given here to media as
‘ideological apparatuses’.” Murdoch and Golding (1979) rightly criticize Hall and
claim that “on the contrary the ways in which the mass-media function as ‘ideolo-
gical apparatuses’ can only be adequately understood when they are systematically
related to their position as large scale commercial enterprises in a capitalist economic
system and if these relations are examined historically”. Hall’s failure to do this leads
him to explain the ideological effect in terms of pre-existent and ideologically pre-
determined communicators or encoders choosing from a pre-existent and ideologically
predetermined set of codes so that there is a systematic tendency of the media to
reproduce the ideological field of society in such a way as to reproduce also its struc-
ture of domination. That is to say he offers the description of an ideological process,
but not an explanation of why or how it takes place, except in tautological terms.

Moreover, he is led by his mode of analysis, as again Murdoch and Golding
rightly point out, to favour a specific and atypical instance of media practice, namely

7
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public service broadcasting and indeed within that, an atypical form, namely informa-
tional broadcasting. While stressing that the production of the ideological eftect
requires work and struggle, his mode of analysis does not allow him to deal, for
instance, with an important and developing moment in that struggle within the
Press caused by a contradiction between the crucial underpinning idea of a “free
press” and the economic pressures towards monopoly or the relationship precisely
between the ideological effect of broadcasting and the fact that it is perceived by its
audience to be under State control as opposed to the biased privately owned press.

(c) A further elaboration of the post-Althusserian position, popular within film
studies leads in its elaboration of a theory of autonomous discourses effectively to an
evacuation of the field of historical materialism, whatever its materialistic rhetoric,
placing its determinacy in the last instance on the unconscious as theorized within

an essentially idealist, indeed Platonist, problematic. Such idiocies need detain us no
further.?

(d) Finally, Dallas Smythe, identifying the excessive stress on the autonomy of
the ideological level within Western Marxism as its “Blind-spot”, rightly redirects
our attention away from the mass-media as ideological apparatuses and back to their
economic function within capitalism. But in so doing, he proposes an extreme
reductionist theory. For Smythe, any political economy of mass-media must be based
upon an analysis of its commodity form and for him the commodity form specific to
the mass-media is the Audience, that is to say, for Smythe, the crucial function of
the mass-media is not to sell packages of ideology to consumers, but audiences to
advertisers. Now it is undoubtedly important to focus attention upon the ways in
which the mass-media manufacture and sell audiences as one moment in the com-
plex circuit of capital that structures the operation of the mass-media economically.
Moreover, to stress this moment as the crucial one and to concentrate on the mass-
media’s directly functional role for capital as advertising vehicles is undoubtedly a
more plausible reflection of reality in the North American context than it would be
in Europe. However, Smythe’s theory misunderstands the function of the com-
modity form as an abstraction within Marxist economic theory and thus neglects the
relationship between specific forms of the commodity, in this case the audience, and
the commodity form in general. As a result, his theory lacks any sense of contra-
diction, failing to account for the function of those cultural commodities directly
exchanged, failing to account for the role of the State, failing sufficiently to elaborate
the function for capital of advertising itself and, perhaps most crucially of all, failing
to relate the process of audience production by the mass-media to determinants of
class and to class-struggle .’

The Ideological Level
What problems is it, then, that a political economy of mass-communication attempts

to analyse? The research perspective, whose theoretical and historical basis I have briefly
outlined, attempts to shift attention away from the conception of the mass-media as
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ISAs and sees them first as economic entities with both a direct economic role as
creators of surplus value through commodity production and exchange and an indir-
ect role, through advertising, in the creation of surplus value within other sectors of
commodity production. Indeed, a political economy of mass-communication in part
chooses its object of study precisely because it offers a challenge to the Althusser/
Poulantzas theorization of the social formation as structured into the relatively
autonomous levels of the economic, the ideological and the political. For the major
institutions of mass-communication, the press and broadcasting, although, as will be
analysed later, displaying notable differences of articulation, both at the same time
display the close inter-weaving within concrete institutions and within their specific
commodity forms of the economic, the ideological and the political. When we buy
a newspaper we participate simultaneously in an economic exchange, in subjection
to or reaction against an ideological formation and often in a quite specific act of
political identification or at least involvement. We also know from historical analysis
of the development of the press that the nature of the political involvement is quite
specifically economically conditioned. Similarly, TV news is economically determined
within commodity production in general, performs an ideological function and
explicitly operates within politics, in terms of balance, etc.

While accepting that the mass media can be and are politically and ideologically
over-determined within many specific conjunctures, a political economy, as I under-
stand it, rests upon ultimate determination by the economic (a level that itself always
remains problematic and to be defined in the process of analysis).

Indeed, one of the key features of the mass media within monopoly capitalism has
been the exercise of political, and ideological domination through the economic.*
What concerns us in fact is firstly to stress, from the analytical perspective, the
validity of the base/superstructure model while at the same time pointing to and
analysing the ways in which the development of monopoly capitalism has industrialized
the superstructure. Indeed Marx’s own central insight into the capitalist mode of
production stressed its generalizing, abstracting drive; the pressure to reduce every-
thing to the equivalence of exchange value.

Before going on to examine the economic level and its specific articulations within
the cultural sphere, let us look at the relationship between the material conditions
of production (not, as we have seen, to be confused with the economic far less the
capitalist modes of such production, which are specific forms) on the one hand and
ideological forms on the other. That is to say how do we relate Williams’s correct
stress, within the limits indicated, upon the materiality of cultural production, to
Marx’s famous distinction “between the material transformations of the economic
conditions of production, which can be determined with the precision of natural
science, and the legal, political, aesthetic or philosophic — in short, ideological —
forms in which men become conscious of this conflict and fight it out” (Marx, 1859).

What the quotation from Marx underlines is the importance of the distinction
between the two levels, a distinction focused upon the difference between the
unconscious torces governing material production “beyond our will”, etc. and the
conscious form of ideology. If we follow the Althusserians and make ideology an
unconscious process this crucial distinction is lost.
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As far as the mass-media specifically are concerned this distinction points to the
need to distinguish between the media as processes of material production (whether
capitalist or not is precisely a question for analysis) on the one hand, and as sites of
ideological struggle on the other and the relationship between those two levels or
instances.

There are here two distinctions to be made. I think we can liken ideological
practice to what Marx called the “real labour process”.

Looking at the process of production from its real side, i.e. as a process which creates
new use-values by performing useful labour with existing use-values, we find it to be a
real lnbour process. As such its element, its conceptually specific components, are those
of the labour process itself, of any labour process, irrespective of the mode of production
or the stage of economic development in which they find themselves. (Marx, 1976)

That is to say the processes of consciousness and of representation, for instance,
language, are real processes by which human beings socially appropriate their envir-
onment (nature) which pre-exist and continue to exist within specifically capitalist
modes of ideological production and indeed upon which these capitalist modes rest.

The materiality of such ideological production gua ideology rests upon the fact
that consciousness is a human transformation of “real” experience, it is in that sense
“practical knowledge”. Clearly therefore, the relationship of any particular instance
of ideological production to the totality of social experience will depend upon
an analysis of the experiential position of the human consciousness in question,
e.g. the conventional and simple definition of class consciousness as based upon
the direct experience of a given position within the capital /labour relationship. Of
course in any complex society such direct experience becomes highly mediated both
diachronically and synchronically. But its translation into forms of representation is
nonetheless a process of consciousness which is different from and in its forms has
no necessary correspondence with, the economic processes to which it relates or of
which it is a representation. Indeed as a representation it is precisely by definition
distinct from those processes which it represents.

Moreover ideological forms can never be simply collapsed into a system of exchange
values, i.e. the specifically capitalist mode of production, precisely because ideolo-
gical forms, forms of consciousness, are concerned with difference, with distinction;
they are by definition heterogeneous (as Marx himself remarked when discussing
the limited possibilities for the subsumption of ideological production under cap-
italism, “I want the doctor and not his errand boy”). Whereas exchange value is
precisely the realm of equivalence.’

Material and Mental Production
In order to study the connection between intellectual and material production

it is above all essential to conceive the latter in its determined historical form
and not as a general category. For example, there corresponds to the capitalist
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mode of production a type of intellectual production quite different from that
which corresponded to the mediaeval mode of production. Unless material
production itself is understood in its specific historical form, it is impossible to
grasp the characteristics of the intellectual production which corresponds to it

or the reciprocal action between the two.
— Marx, 1963: 96-7

We need to lay stress on and distinguish two distinct but related moments in a
historical materialist analysis of intellectual production.

(a) Culture as a superstructural phenomenon in relation to non-cultural modes
of material production, i.e. on the one hand, the dominant or hegemonic cultural
production paid for out of capitalist revenue and, on the other, a subordinate work-
ing class or oppositional culture paid for out of wages. Cultural production in this
sense and its articulations with the sphere of material production involves one spe-
cific interpretation of the meaning in The German Ideology of “control of the means
of mental production”, i.e. through the direct payment of ideologists and the neces-
sary maintenance of the physical instruments of their ideological production. It is
within that analytical perspective that we need to analyse the historical development
of the “historically specific needs” of the working class and their sustenance of
“organic intellectuals” and of specific instruments of cultural production such as
trade-unions.

(b) Culture as part of material production itself, directly subordinate to or at
least in a closely determined articulation with the laws of development of capital.
This is both a latter historical phase, part of developing monopoly capitalism, the
phenomenon dubbed “the industrialization of culture”, but it also lives alongside
the other moment and in specific instances we need to analyse the interrelationship
between these two distinct modes of intellectual production within intellectual pro-
duction (Culture in its narrow sense) in general.

What, in general, has been lost in Marxist studies of the mass media is the precise
historical elaboration of what Marx and Engels meant in The German Ideology by
“control of the means of mental production”.

In general it is clear, I think, in The German Ideology that, reflecting the con-
temporary stage of capitalist development, Marx and Engels were concerned with
the payment of ideologists, of intellectuals, out of capitalist revenue. It is this per-
spective that Raymond Williams picks up in the passage already cited. That is to say
they rightly saw that superstructural activities require a cohort of mental workers
who were not directly economically or materially productive and thus whose price
of reproduction must be borne by the sphere of material production. Since under
capitalism it was capitalists who were extracting this surplus, it was they who could
redistribute this surplus into superstructural activities of their choosing and by so
doing exert direct economic pressures on the ideologists who were their hired
servants.
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The creation of surplus labour on the one side corresponds to the creation of minus
labour, relative idleness (or non-productive labour at best) on the other. This goes
without saying as regards capital itself; but holds then also for the classes with which it
shares; hence of paupers, flunkeys, lick-spittles, etc. living from the surplus product, in
short, the whole train of retainers; the part of the servant class which lives not from
capital but from revenue. (Marx, 1973: 401)

This direct relationship remains important and should not be forgotten. That is
to say the working class also developed, out of its wages, a subordinate or counter
culture with its own “organic intellectuals” such as paid trade-union officials, co-
operative organizers, journalists, etc., but the surplus available for this purpose was
exiguous both really and comparatively, so that this direct ideological power was
decisively weighted in favour of capital and remains so. Compare a small organiza-
tion like Counter Information Services with the public relations and research invest-
ment of a major company. Look at the way in which large companies manipulate the
legal system by their ability to sustain expensive, long drawn out actions (e.g. the
Thalidomide case). Look at the way media research itself has been and is signific-
antly influenced by the flow of funds from vested commercial interests.

There now exists of course, as the division of labour has developed further, a
more mediated version of this employment of ideologists out of revenue, namely, as
Bourdieu has analysed, the creation of a subordinate fraction of the capitalist class
who possess cultural capital (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977). Just as younger sons of
the aristocracy went into Church and army, so now a section of the capitalist class
occupies key positions in the cultural sector. The class origins of ideological workers
remains an important but neglected aspect of media analysis. This does not of course
mean that such people necessarily reproduce ruling class ideology (see Engels and
William Morris for obvious counter-examples). It does mean that there is a struc-
tural tendency so to do.

Neglect of this aspect of direct economic control of ideologists is reflected in
current discussion of the ideological role of the media where there is much sophist-
icated discussion of professionalization, of hierarchies of discourse, of hegemonic
and subordinate codes, etc. discussions which often serve to mask a reality which is
ever present to those actually working in the media, namely the possibility of losing
one’s job. This economic reality is of course often internalized by both employee
and employer in the form of the ideologies of professionalism or managerialism but
it remains nonetheless potent for that, indeed is the underpinning which professional-
ism requires. Once again, this was a fact that Adorno and Horkheimer did not make
the mistake of forgetting:

Under the private culture monopoly it is a fact that “tyranny leaves the body free and
directs its attack at the soul”. The ruler no longer says, “You must think as I do, or
die”. He says, “You are free not to think as I do, your life, your property, everything
shall remain yours, but from this day on you are a stranger among us”. Not to conform
means to be rendered powerless, economically and therefore, spiritually — to be “self-
employed”. When the outsider is excluded from the concern, he can only too easily be
accused of incompetence. Whereas today in material production the mechanism of



216 Nicholas Garnham

supply and demand is disintegrating in the superstructure it still operates as a check in
the ruler’s favour.®

The second moment, upon which of course increasingly in the actual historical
development the former moment has come to depend, is the actual control by
capital within the process of commodity production of the means of cultural pro-
duction. This moment was clearly under-developed at the time when The German
Ideolggy was written but, while not entirely superceding the other moment as I have
indicated, it is this moment that has become crucial for an analysis of cultural
reproduction under monopoly capitalism.” Within the sphere of cultural production
the development of specifically economic, industrial forms was in part possible precisely
because of the effect of the other moment, i.e. working class powers of cultural
resistance were weakened. A good example of this is R. Williams’s suggestion that
the popular success of ITV and of the general invasion of American commercialized
cultural forms was a reaction on the part of the working class to the liberating
overthrow of a particular hegemonic cultural formation represented by the BBC. It
is in particular on the implications of this second moment that I wish to concentrate,
i.e. the effects of the imposition of capital logic upon cultural production.

As I have indicated there has been a tendency to see such an imposition as ideo-
logically non-contradictory. One must stress at the outset that this is not so. Because
capital controls the means of cultural production in the sense that the production
and exchange of cultural commodities become the dominant forms of cultural rela-
tionship, it does not follow that these cultural commodities will necessarily support,
either in their explicit content or in their mode of cultural appropriation, the domin-
ant ideology. Indeed as Terry Lovell has recently stressed and as, once again, Adorno
and Horkheimer made clear, the cultural commodity possesses an inherent contra-
diction, a contradiction which, as with the other contradictions within the capitalist
mode of production, may be profoundly subversive.® Whether it is or not depends
upon a concrete analysis of a specific conjuncture. Before turning to the general
implications of the proposition that one definition of the control of the means of
mental production is the take-over of large areas of cultural production and repro-
duction by capitalist commodity production, what the proposition leads one to
question is that stress on intentionality which we find in theories such as that of
Miliband. It is quite clear in Marx’s analysis of Capital that he wished to distinguish
firmly between the logic of capital and the intention of individual capitalists, even at
the economic, let alone the ideological, level:

The fact that baking, shoemaking, etc. are only just being put on a capitalist basis in
England is entirely due to the circumstances that English capital cherished feudal
preconceptions of “respectability”. It was “respectable” to sell Negroes into slavery, but
it was not respectable to make sausages, shoes or bread. (Marx, 1976: 1014, footnote)

It is perhaps worth noting in passing that this characteristic of British capital still
operates with respect to the media, which still carry a certain bohemian, mounte-
bank and marginal reputation. Hence the characteristics of the particular capitals
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who started ITV for instance or who developed the British film industry in the
1930s or the role of colonial capital via Beaverbrook and Murdoch in the British
Press. Such attitudes still affect the Tory party in its ambivalent relation to commer-
cial broadcasting.

The function fulfilled by the capitalist is no more than the function of capital — viz. the
valorization of value by absorbing living labour — executed consciously and willingly.
The capitalist functions only as personified capital, capital as a person, just as the worker
is no more than /abour personified. (Marx, 1976: 989)

What this quotation points to is the importance of not viewing capitalists, for
analytical purposes, as unified subjects. That is to say a given person or group can
only be described as capitalist in those moments when s/he or they are acting in
conscious and willed accord with the logic of capital accumulation. Thus there may
well be many such conscious, willed actions, never mind unconscious actions, that
are contradictory to the logic of capital, of course always within determinate limits.
There may be therefore a clear divergence between the functions of capital within
the material process of mental production and the conscious, willed intentions of the
capitalist or of their ideologues. We cannot predict a priori which at any time will be
predominant, e.g. how long a Harmsworth, a Beaverbrook or a Thomson will keep
a loss-making newspaper going for reasons of social prestige or political power,
although clearly the outer limits of such possibilities of deviation by the individual
capitalist will be determined by the norms of capital’s logic.

There is then, and this cannot be sufficiently stressed, no necessary coincidence
between the effects of the capitalist process proper and the ideological needs of the
dominant class. On the contrary the entire thesis of capital points to the opposite
conclusion.

This, for instance, affects assumptions concerning the relationship between capital
and the State. To take one example, the proportion of the budget of the COI that
has to be devoted to paid access to the media, i.e. the use of paid advertising for
Government propaganda or information, has risen in the last decade from 20 per
cent to 50 per cent. Such evidence can be interpreted in two ways. Either there is an
observable conflict between the ideological needs of the State and the accumulation
process within the media sector (leaving aside the question of whether the State is in
fact the representative of capital or of the dominant class and therefore whether such
a conflict would represent a contradiction between the economic and ideological needs
of that class in general or whether it represents a contradiction between the ideo-
logical needs of capital in general versus the economic needs of a class fraction who
control the media sector). Alternatively, this evidence can be interpreted to show the
increasing sway of capitalist logic over the political and ideological level, i.e. forcing
it to work increasingly through direct exchange relations within the economic.

This question of intentionality within ideological production is, of course, central
to the media debate, within both the bourgeois and Marxist problematic. That is to
say one argument runs, for instance the Frankfurt School tradition, that the mass
media are important because monopoly capitalism has moved from direct coercion
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of the working class, for instance within the labour process, to ideological coercion
as its preferred method of domination and the mass-media or ISA’s are crucial in
this process.

But do we in fact require this shift onto the terrain of ideology in order to explain
the absence of direct coercion. Marx himself on the contrary saw the avoidance of
such coercion as central to the economic mechanism of capitalism. That is to say the
abstraction of exchange value, the wage-form, etc. were in themselves quite power-
ful enough to explain the dominance of capital and indeed that this non-coercive
dominance was both historically necessary and progressive. Bourdieu has developed
this general proposition.”

Thus at the level of material production, of the life process in the realm of the social —
for that is what the process of production is — we find the same situation that we find
in religion at the ideological level, namely the inversion of subject into object and vice-
versa. Viewed Jistorically this inversion is the indispensable transition without which
wealth as such, i.e. the relentless productive forces of social labour, which alone can
form the material base of a free human society, could not possibly be created by force
at the expense of the majority. (Marx, 1976: 990)

Mental Production and Capitalist Commodity Production

Let us now turn back to look at mental production, of which the mass media are an
example, as processes of capitalist production and at the implications for our modes
of social communication of the subsumption by capital of the real forms of ideolo-
gical production.

This needs to be looked at historically, i.e. unlike the capital logic or capital
derivation school we must not see capitalism as a mode of production which arrives
sui generis and then sprouts a social formation like dragon’s teeth. It is rather a
specific form which grew within a pre-existing social formation and is involved in
a process of expansion and conquest of non-capitalist sectors, a process which is
incomplete and contradictory. This process of expansion involves both the sub-
sumption of other areas of material production and pre-capitalist forms of economic
organisation and also of non-economic activity under the sway of the economic in
its capitalist form.

When examining mass communication within predominantly capitalist social
formations we must not make the mistake of assuming that they are therefore
necessarily capitalist, i.e. we cannot make the easy elision Miliband makes between
those sectors controlled by private capital and those controlled by the State. Nor can
we assume that all non-State sectors are in fact capitalist. Indeed the relationship
between pre-capitalist and capitalist forms within the media sector is a significant
feature both economically and ideologically, i.c. the relationship between notions of
creative freedom, freedom of the Press, the Fourth Channel debate, community
communication, etc. This relationship significantly determines the forms of the struggle
within the media over the labour process.
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Thus artisanal modes of labour organization ranging from individual craft pro-
duction, i.e. the authorship of a book, to the small group, i.e. the independent film
company or record producer, remain common and important within the cultural
sphere. Such residues have been the focus for struggle against the logic of capital
and have produced a powerful anti-economic cultural ideology (see the whole cul-
ture/society tradition). Nonetheless in certain instances such artisanal organization
may be functional for capital so long as capital controls the means of mass reproduc-
tion of the authorial product and of the means of mass distribution, because it
ensures the necessary production of a range of heterogeneous cultural artefacts from
which capital can choose for further exploitation without capital having to bear the
risks and overheads for this production which are born directly by labour. Indeed,
the ideology of creative freedom can be used by capital to keep their labour force
divided and weak and with no control over the strategic moments of the total labour
process. Thus, for instance, while the Open Broadcasting Authority will be fought
for by cultural workers under the banner of creative freedom and against the appar-
ent interests of capital in the form of ITV, such a structure of small-scale freelance
production, if it were to be realized, would be more functional for capital in general
than an extension of the present structure, because it would open British broad-
casting more fully both to advertising and to the pressures of the international
market."”

Nor must we make the mistake of assuming an easy equation between private
ownership and capitalism.

Where capital still appears only in its elementary forms such as commodities . . . or
money, the capitalist manifests himself in the already familiar character of the owner of
money or commodities. But such a person is no more a capitalist in himself than money
or commodities are capital in themselves. They become translated into capital only in
certain specific circumstances and their owners likewise become capitalist only when
these circumstances obtain. (Marx, 1976: 976)

What then are these circumstances? The central characteristic of capital is growth
or accumulation.

In itself the sum of money may only be defined as capital if it is employed, spent, with
the aim of increasing it, if it is spent expressly in order to increase it. In the case of the
sum of value or money this phenomenon is its destiny, its inner law, its tendency, while
to the capitalist, i.e. the owner of the sum of money, in whose hands it shall acquire its
function, it appears as intention, purpose. (Marx, 1976: 976)

Thus to examine the specifically capitalist mode of media production we need to
see the ways in which capital uses the real process of media production in order to
increase its value, in order to grow, and the barriers which are placed in the way of
this process cither by the inherent contradictions of the process itself or by external
forces.

At a minimum in order to accumulate capital must bring living labour into the
production process by exchanging in the sphere of circulation through the wage
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bargain. It must combine this living labour in a determinate manner with objectified
labour as means of production (raw materials and instruments) in the production of
a commodity in the exchange of which surplus value will be realized.

In a fully constituted capitalist mode based upon relative surplus value and com-
petition between capitals this process of growth requires ever increased productivity
and ever widening markets.

Historically the sphere of mental production or non-material production pre-
sented and continues to present important barriers to this process and the forms and
dynamics of the mass media can in part be understood as resulting from a continu-
ous attempt to surmount those barriers and from the concretely various successes
and failures of this attempt.

We thus start from the historical materialist assumption that the development of
capitalism or the capitalist mode of production is:

(a) a contradictory process;
(b) not yet complete.

The contradictory nature of the process is in part intrinsic, i.c. the conflict between
capital and labour, the conflict between capital accumulation and the socialization of
the forces and relations of production, the conflict between the drive to accumulate
through the extraction of relative surplus value and labour power as the creator of
surplus value, a contradiction expressed in the tendency of the rate of profit to fall.

In part the contradictions are extrinsic, that is to say related precisely to the
relationship between developing capitalism and the non-capitalist areas of the social
formation. The necessary expansion of the valorization process is not a process of
automatic expansion; it comes up against social and political barriers; it needs to
conquer physical barriers, e.g. communication and transport; it requires the neces-
sary accumulation of capital, etc.

We see these contradictions in the field of mass-media:

(a) 1in resistances both actual and ideological to the industrialization of the artisanal
modes of cultural production;

(b) in the conflicts between national and international capitals, sometimes medi-
ated through the State and sometimes direct, e.g. the split in the Tory party
over the original introduction of commercial broadcasting — or the developing
struggle over national versus supra-national control of European satellite broad-
casting — or the existence of quotas on the importation of foreign film and TV
material;

(¢) growing Third World demand for a New World Information Order.

The problem with cultural and informational goods is that, because their use value
is almost limitless, i.e. cannot be destroyed or consumed by use, it is extremely dif-
ficult to attach an exchange value to them. They are in fact, in general, classic public
goods. What we are considering is what Marx called “non-material production”.
Marx discusses such production in the context of a discussion of the distinction
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between productive and non-productive labour (whether such a distinction can be
maintained and, if so, its analytical significance, is a matter of general importance
within the field of the political economy of culture which we cannot pursue further
here). In brief, Marx clearly foresaw difficulties in subsuming non-material produc-
tion under capitalism. He identified two possible forms of such production:

(1) It results in commodities which exist separately from the producer, i.c. they can

circulate in the interval between production and consumption as commodities, e.g.
books, paintings and all products of art as distinct from the artistic achievement of the
practising artist. Here capitalist production is possible only within very narrow limits.
Apart from such cases as, say, sculptors who employ assistants, these people (where they
are not independent) mainly work for merchants capital, e.g. booksellers, a pattern that
is only transitional in itself and can only lead to a capitalist mode of production in the
formal sense. Nor is the position altered by the fact that exploitation is at its greatest
precisely in these transitional forms.

(2) The product is not separable from the act of producing. Here too the capitalist

mode of production occurs only on a limited scale and in the nature of the case it can

only operate in certain areas (I want the doctor not his errand boy). For example, in

teaching institutions the teacher can be no more than wage-labour for the entrepreneur

of the learning factory. Such peripheral phenomena can be ignored when considering
capitalist production as a whole. (Marx, 1976: 1047-8)

This passage would be worth lengthy analysis. At this stage I would only like to
point to the following.

(@)

(b)

(d)

The relevance of example (1) for the debate between Marcuse and Benjamin
concerning the role of the aura of a work of art and the effect on that aura of
the attempt to subject culture production to at least the forces of capitalist
production.!

The need to look, with reference to the observation concerning the degree of
exploitation in this field, at the evidence of the persistent low pay of cultural
workers and the extent to which even the most advanced sectors of capitalist
cultural production depend upon drawing relative surplus value from sectors
which still operate a pre-capitalist artisanal mode of economic organization.'?

The above relates to the need to examine the relationship between Marx’s
belief that capitalist production of cultural goods was possible only within very
narrow limits, the phenomenon of Baumol’s disease (Baumol and Bouran,
1976) and the ever increasing pressure on the State to intervene in the cultural
sector.

Similar considerations are raised by Marx’s second example where the product
is not separable from the act of producing, thus raising strict limits to produc-
tivity and thus raising relative costs.

The economic contradictions that arise from the nature of cultural commodities
takes different forms within different sectors of the media and at different historical
moments.
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Five main ways have been adopted in an attempt to circumvent the problem.

(a) Copyright. This is in effect an attempt to commoditize information via the
uniqueness of authorship or by turning the author into a commodity. But this
only works if you either then make the commodity scarce, i.c. stress its unique-
ness. We see this in the economics of the art market. Or if you control supply,
i.e. control access to the means of reproduction such as printing presses and
film laboratories. However, if such control is used to over-price it will encour-
age the development of pirating alternatives. This is now a major problem
internationally for the cultural industries in records, books, films and even TV

programmes.

(b) Control of access to consumption through a box-office mechanism at the point
of sale and/or through economic control of the channels of distribution, i.e.
newspapers and cinema. The problem here is that such control is resistant to
economies of scale and as the theatre found when faced by the cinema and
the cinema when faced by broadcasting, is highly susceptible to competition
from more efficient technologies of reproduction and distribution. However,
as broadcasting demonstrates, the massive economies of scale produced by
these more efficient means of distribution by destroying the box office, i.e. by
making access open, create major problems of creating the necessary moment

of exchange.

(c) Built-in obsolescence through the manipulation of time. This was the great
achievement of the newspaper which, by creating rapidly decaying information,
created thereby a constant need to re-consume. But this manipulation of time
has its limits since consumption time is physically limited. (The central import-
ance of time within the economics of the mass-media is a subject to which I

intend to give substantive treatment in a subsequent article.)

(d) The creation, packaging and sale, not of cultural and informational goods to

direct consumers, but of audiences to advertisers (Smythe, 1977).

(e) State patronage. The inherent tendency towards the socialization of cultural
and informational goods has always given the State an important role in this
field from the days of direct patronage of cultural workers by King, Aristocracy
and Church via the early subsidy of newspapers by governments and political
parties, through public libraries and public education, to the key contemporary

example of broadcasting.

In brief therefore, the specific nature of the commodity form within cultural produc-
tion leads to a constant problem of realization and thus to a two-way pressure either
towards advertising finance or towards State finance. We find these pressures quite
clearly at the moment in the growing controversy over sponsorship in sport and the

arts.'?

The question these pressures raise is in what ways (a) advertising and (b) State
intervention in this sphere is functional or dysfunctional for capitalism in general on
the one hand and on the other the effect of such pressures upon cultural production

itself.
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The Modes of Extraction and Distribution of the
Cultural Surplus

Since all cultural forms are material in the sense that they take time which will only
be available after the needs of physical reproduction are satisfied, the material require-
ments of the cultural process must be extracted as surplus from direct material
production. As we have seen this can be done by paying for cultural production
directly out of revenue. But as Marx remarked of capitalism in general, it has found
it more efficient as a means of control to extract surpluses directly by means of
economic processes. Thus the developments of the capitalist mode of production
and its associated division of mental and manual labour have led to the development
of the extraction of the necessary surplus for the maintenance of cultural production
and reproduction directly via the commodity and exchange form. But this process
will only take place to the extent that:

(a) there is surplus capital searching for opportunities for valorization;
(b) the anticipated rate of profit in the chosen sphere of cultural production is at
least as high as that available elsewhere.

Where these conditions do not exist cultural processes will have to continue to be
undertaken by the direct transfer of resources, i.e. by the expenditure of surplus.
This may take place under the following conditions.

(a) By capitalists as individuals or groups funding such activities, ¢.g. the classic
model of arts patronage. Such a form may be sustained within the contemporary
capitalist social formation by means of tax concessions. It may be channelled through
charitable foundations, etc.

Such funding leads to direct ideological control, legitimated as the cultural exten-
sion of private property, namely personal taste. This sphere can give rise to significant
political battles, e.g. the wealth tax/national heritage debate.

But examples within the media field are the direct subsidy of newspapers by polit-
ical parties or by politically ambitious individuals, e.g. Beaverbrook, Goldsmith and
possibly now Broakes and Matthews, the new owners of the Express Group and
Morgan-Grampian.

(b) Via the State. Here electronic communication is the key case. The exact mix
in the field of both telephonic and broadcast communication between the State and
capital needs examination state by state. As any superficial examination will show,
key differences between Western Europe and the United States give the lie to any
simple capital logic explanation of how the particular economic and institutional
forms, within which electronic communication has developed, have arisen.

The explanation of such differences and the present conjunctural relations between
national capitals and the State, between states and between international capital and
states in this area would have to take account of the following.
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(1) The structures of national capitals.

(2) The existing State structure, i.e. federal structure of US and Germany as
opposed to centralized structure of Britain and even more, France.

(3) The strategic requirements of the State, e.g. the State-inspired creation of RCA
as the first step in a long history of the US government’s explicit geo-political
involvement in communication, the clearest case of which is satellites, such a
policy requiring intervention to restructure national capitals.

(4) The balance of forces between sections of capital and the relations of that bal-
ance of force to the State’s assessment of both economic and strategic require-
ments, e.g. the foundation of the BBC in which we see an interaction between
the needs of the nascent British electronic industry, which the State wished to
foster both for strategic and economic reasons, but which was only interested
in the sales of hardware and was able to shift the expense and ideological
problems of programme production onto the State, because the State needed
also to take account both of the economically and politically powerful British
press, which was opposed to competition for advertising and of a culturally
conservative and elitist ruling class fraction.'*

To sum up, historically the development of the material process known as the
superstructure depended upon the availability of a surplus in the sphere of direct
material production, i.e. the sphere of the extraction, shaping and consumption of
nature. Historically the shape of that superstructure is determined by the social rela-
tions of production, because it is these social relations that determine the distribu-
tion of that surplus. For example, Athenian democracy as a form of political practice
depends directly materially upon the slave economy that supported it by making
time available for political activity to a non-productive class. Such directly material
considerations remain important, i.c. in a planned economy like the Soviet Union
direct choices have to be made between for instance producing more shoes or the
paper for more newspapers. Such considerations may be acute in the planning
of media systems in Third World countries and indeed it is the influencing of such
decisions in the interest not of the indigenous economy or social formation but
of a foreign high surplus economy that is one of the matters at issue in the media
imperialism debate. It is a less obvious form of the starvation caused in some
countries by the development of industrialized agriculture serving a world market.
Under developing capitalism the means of cultural production may be provided
either in commodity form as part of the accumulation process, e.g. records or as part
of the realization process of other sectors of the capitalist economy, e.g. advertising
or directly out of capitalist revenue, e.g. arts patronage or the Thompson family and
The Times or through the State.

Each of the above means of surplus distribution to the cultural sphere will differ-
entially affect the ways in which the dominant class controls the means of cultural
production. Different contradictions will come into play, contradictions which need
to be specifically analysed in each conjunctural case. Not only are these contradictions
intrinsic to each subsidiary mode of cultural production but there are also contra-
dictions which arise because of conflicts between them, e.g. between broadcasting
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whether state or private and the press, a conflict in its turn differentially mediated
through competition for readers/viewers and through competition for advertising.

The Industrialization of Culture

While drawing different conclusions as to the significance of the phenomenon both
bourgeois and Marxist economists agree that the current phase of capitalist develop-
ment is characterized by the following.

(a) Unprecedented capital concentration in all the key traditional manufacturing
sectors accompanied in general by a rising surplus.

(b) A resulting problem of valorization which drives surplus capital in search of
other areas of investment.

(c) An associated development of the so-called service sector characterized by the
industrialization of sectors which were either more primitively organized or, as
in the sphere of domestic labour, altogether outside the market.

These tendencies are now rapidly affecting the whole cultural, mass-media sector.
This has been extensively documented by A. Mattelart in his recent “Multi-nationales
et systeme de communication” and, for France, by A. Huet et al. in their “Capitalisme
et industries culturelles”. So all I wish to do here, is point out certain key aspects
and examples of this tendency.

This absorption of the sphere of reproduction into full-scale commodity produc-
tion is characterized by the following.

(a) Increased international competition and the resulting take-over of domestic,
national publishing companies, advertising agencies, private broadcasting sta-
tions etc. by multinational companies. See, for instance, the example of Philips
given at the start of this piece. This competition also leads to increasing pen-
etration by international media products, particularly Anglo-Saxon.'®

(b) A sharpening struggle within cultural production over the labour process in an
attempt by capital to increase productivity in a sector which is notoriously
resistant to such increases. This struggle has been most marked recently in the
newspaper industry with the present dispute at Times Newspapers being the
most notorious and current example in Britain.

(c) Increasingly persistent attempts to open up new markets in order to absorb
excess capital. The most obvious example of this is the increasing pressure
throughout Western Europe to privatize public broadcasting. See, for instance,
the case of Italy, but the current crisis in the financing of the BBC and Annan’s
proposals for an advertising financed O.B.A. must be seen in this light.

(d) Attempts to open up new markets for both cultural hard-ware and soft-ware by
introducing new communication technologies, such as cable TV, satellites,
Teletext, etc. Because of the huge infrastructural investments involved and the
comparatively low rate of return on such investments these moves involve close
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alliances between capital and the State in an attempt to get the tax-payer to
carry the cost of the distribution system, while private capital takes the profits
from the sale of hardware and from the subsequent development of a con-
sumer durable market in such items as teletext decoders and of a software
market, e.g. Pay TV. The full development of this push into new technologies
has undoubtedly been slowed down significantly by the current recession in
the Western economies, but the long-term implications for national cultures,
for class cultures and for freedom of expression of all these trends, not only in
the Third World where the problem is dramatized as media imperialism, but in
the capitalist heartlands, are profoundly significant.

Thus I return to where I started by reiterating that the development of political
economy in the cultural sphere is not a mere matter of theoretical interest but of
urgent practical political priority. So long as Marxist analysis concentrates on the
ideological content of the mass media it will be difficult to develop coherent political
strategies for resisting the underlying dynamics of development in the cultural sphere
in general which rest firmly and increasingly upon the logic of generalized commod-
ity production. In order to understand the structure of our culture, its production,
consumption and reproduction and of the role of the mass media in that process, we
increasingly need to confront some of the central questions of political economy in
general, the problem of productive and non-productive labour, the relation between
the private and public sectors and the role of the State in capitalist accumulation, the
role of advertising within late capitalism, etc.

As long ago as 1960, Asa Briggs wrote in his Fisher Memorial Lecture:

The provision of entertainment has never been a subject of great interest either to
economists or to economic historians — at least in their working hours. Yet in 20th
century conditions it is proper to talk of a highly organized entertainment industry, to
distinguish within it between production and distribution, to examine forces making
for competition, integration, concentration and control and to relate such study to the
statistics of national income and output, the development of advertising, international
economic relations and — not least — to the central economic concept of the market
which, in the 20th century, is as much concerned with leisure as it is with work.
(Briggs, 1960)

Nearly two decades later that research gap remains and there has been little
coherent effort to understand the process known as “the industrialization of culture”,
a process by which, as Briggs put it, “Massive market interests have come to domin-
ate an area of life which, until recently, was dominated by individuals themselves”
(Briggs, 1960).

Notes

1 See Marx, “Notes on Adolph Wagner” in Marx (1975). Quoted in Corrigan and Singer
(1978). Here Corrigan and Singer present an extended version of this methodological
argument. See also Sayer (forthcoming).
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We intend to publish a detailed critique of this position in a forthcoming issue. In the
meantime, see Thompson (1978), Williams (1977) and Corrigan and Singer (1978).
[Editorial note to original.]

See Smythe (1977), Murdoch (1978), Smythe (1978) and Levant (1978).

See J. Curran, “Capitalism and Control of the Press 1800-1979”, in Curran et al.
(1977).

For a detailed discussion of this problem see Baudrillard (1972, 1975).

Adorno and Horkheimer, “The Dialectic of Enlightenment”, in Curran et al. (1977:
133, 358-9).

But note Marx’s own comments in the Grundrisse, p. 532: “The highest development of
capital exists when the general conditions of the process of social production are not paid
out of deduction from the social revenue, the state’s taxes — where revenue and not capital
appears as the labour fund, and where the worker, although he is a free wage worker like
any other, nevertheless stands economically in a different relation — but rather out of
capital as capital. This shows the degree to which capital has subjugated all conditions of
social production to itself, on the one side; and, on the other side, hence, the extent to
which social reproduction wealth has been capitalised and all needs are satisfied through
the exchange form” (Marx’s italics).

See T. Lovell (1979) and Adorno and Horkheimer: “Nevertheless the culture industry
remains the entertainment business. Its influence over the consumer is established by
entertainment; that will ultimately be broken not by an outright decree, but by the
hostility inherent in the principle of entertainment to what is greater than itself” (in
Curran et al., 1977: 361).

See Bourdieu (1971: 183-97): “It is in the degree of objectification of the accumulated
social capital that one finds the basis of all pertinent differences between the modes of
domination . . . Objectification guarantees the permanence and cumulativity of material
and symbolic acquisition which can thus subsist without agents having to recreate them
continously and in their entirety by deliberate action; but, because the profits of their
institutions are the object of differential appropriation, objectification also and insepar-
ably ensures the reproduction of the structure of distribution of the capital which, in its
various forms, is the precondition for such appropriation, and in so doing, reproduces
the structure of the relation of dominance and dependence” (p. 184).

For a fuller elaboration of the modes of labour organization within capitalist cultural
industries, see Huet et al. (1978).

See Benjamin (1977) for the positive view and Marcuse (1972) for the negative view.
See Huet et al. (1978) for theoretical elaboration and Krust (1977) for data. See also
discussion in Owen, Beebe and Manning (1974), which shows, from a neo-classical
perspective that the so-called economic efficiency of US TV depends upon high un-
employment in Hollywood.

See, for instance, P. Harland (1978) and recent correspondence in The Times concerning
the Arts Council’s expression of disapproval of its grant recipients giving too large a
billing to commercial sponsors at the expense of itself.

For a discussion of the relationship between the French State and private capital in the
development of the electronic audio-visual field in general, see Flichy (1978) and Huet
et al. (1978).

It should be noted that from this point of view the UK is in a privileged position since
it is second only to the USA as a media exporter.
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On the Audience
Commodity and its Work

Dallas W. Smythe

Obviously communications and their equipment, and labor and its equipment
are inseparable except in the mind. Both complexes are useful and marketable,
therefore commodities, whatever the theoretical assumptions may be.

— M. M. Knight, letter to author, 23 Jan. 1978

To suggest that the mass media audience is a commodity and that audiences “work” is
to raise many questions which unsettle established ways of thinking. As most audience
“work” centers in the home, all the other functions of the family become involved
in considering the implications of the proposition. Marital relations, child care and
development, leisure time activities, consumer expenditure, decision making — all
these functions are somehow involved with audience work. Beyond these, for possible
consideration, are the relations of family life and of audience work to alcoholism, drug
and tranquilizer addiction, crime and violence — all of which in one way or another
focus on the family. In raising these issues in the context of the North American
capitalist core, I cannot answer many of the significant questions which are gener-
ated. Indeed, so complex and unanalyzed are the issues I shall be discussing that it
may be as much as can be done on this occasion to try to pose the “right” questions.
Traditional behavioral research (and its popular handmaiden, market research) is
simply tangential, self-interested, and irrelevant to the complex dialectical processes
of contradictions which are working before our eyes. In order to analyze our largely
commoditized society, we must beware thinking of people and commodities as
disconnected things and see them as relationships in a social process.

What is the principal product of the mass media? To answer this central question
one needs tools — theories. There may be two modes of theory: subjective, idealist
concepts, or objective and realistic concepts. Until now, all theory relevant to our

From Dallas W. Smythe, “On the audience commodity and its work.” In Dependency Road:
Communications, Capitalism, Consciousness, and Canada, pp. 22-51. Norwood, NJ: Ablex, 1981.
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principal question has been subjective and idealist. My argument is that this is so
and that an objective and realistic theory is needed. Before entering into explanation
of such a realistic theory, it is necessary to state why theory concerning the mass
media and their principal product has been subjective and idealist. It is ecasy to see
why conventional, bourgeois theory about communication is idealist. The entire
literature — bourgeois and Marxist alike — about mass communications has defined
the principal product of the mass media as “messages,” “information,” “images,”
“meaning,” “entertainment,” “education,” “orientation,” “manipulation,” etc. A/l
these concepts are subjective mental entities; all deal with superficial appearances,
divorced from real life processes. The concepts of entertainment, education, orienta-
tion, and manipulation do not even refer to any aspects of mass media content but
to its effects, or purpose.

Of course, this is not to say that abstract, subjective processes are not real. Much
of the work that audience power does for advertisers takes place in the heads of
audience members. My argument, however, is that there is a material base of work
which people must do under monopoly capitalism. Food, clothing, etc., must be
bought, and it is this aspect of audience work which “pays oft” for the advertiser. At
the same time, with inadequate income to meet the demands on the family budget,
sacrifices must be made in order that the values of family life may be achieved.
Parents postpone some expenditures on their own needs in order that the children
or grandma may receive dental care. There is a dialectical tension between the work
for advertisers and the effort necessary to put into practice the values which people
believe are necessary to make a home, a community, and a nation of which they can
be proud. Practical consciousness (awareness of what it means to live — to put it
briefly) is objectively and realistically powerfully affected by the outcome of this
dialectical contradictory process. (See chapter 11 [Smythe, 1981].)

Naturally, the general literature about economics has, for the past century, had
opportunity to recognize and analyze the significance of the mass media, advertising,
audiences, and Consciousness Industry. None of it deals with the role of the markets
for audiences, produced by the mass media, bought and used by advertisers. It is not
surprising that this is true of neoclassical marginal utility economists whose interest
concerns imaginary competitive models which correspond to nothing significant in
the real world of oligopolistic reality. Those in the Keynesian tradition do notice
advertising but only in subjective psychological terms as aimed at “control of the
buyer’s consciousness” (Chamberlin, 1931, pp. 113-34). But having noticed it they
then disregard it. Some bourgeois economists, increasingly since the 1960s, have
shown interest in developing theories of taste and buying behavior, joining in man-
agement’s interest in market research or in efforts to enforce antimonopoly laws.
Without exception, they ignore the role of demand management by monopoly
capitalism and the role of the mass media in producing the marketing agent (the
audience) for it. Instead they treat advertising expenditures in relation to firm profit-
ability in purely statistical terms as if nothing real was being purchased or used.!
Among institutional economists, J. K. Galbraith alone has pursued the matter of
demand management by giant corporations by means of advertising but stops short
at the brink of discovering the audience market:

” « ” 7 «
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The present disposition of conventional economic theory to write off annual outlays of
tens of billions of dollars of advertising and similar sales costs by the industrial system as
without purpose or consequence is, to say the least, drastic. No other legal economic
activity is subject to similar rejection. The discovery that sales and advertising expendit-
ures have an organic role in the system will not, accordingly, seem wholly implausible.
(Galbraith, 1967, p. 205)

Unfortunately he does not explore that “organic role,” nor describe and analyze the
relation of mass media, audiences, and advertisers to each other (Smythe, 1980).

How does it happen that Marxists have not pursued a materialist, realistic theory
of communications? Marxists from Marx down to about 1920, and including Lenin,
could hardly be expected to recognize and deal with the demand-management
function of advertising and mass communication on behalf of monopoly capitalism
because it was hardly evident until after World War I. In the period of newspaper and
magazine development before the 1880s, the press was mostly supported by money
and influence from political parties — not advertisers. The press which politicians
subsidized thus seemed to influence audiences toward the point of view of the sub-
sidizer through the editorial content (everything but the relatively insignificant
advertisements). Because the only market substantially involved in the sale of news-
papers and magazines was that in which people bought them, it was easy for them to
fall into a psychological, subjective answer to the question, what does the press
produce. It produced newspapers and magazines and sold them; no organized mar-
ket for the production and sale of audiences then existed. So for Marxists the press
was lumped together with educational and other high culture institutions of the
state as part of its “superstructure,” while productive work took place at the base —
the “infrastructure” — where people were paid for working. After 1920, Marxists
continued to assume that the principal product of the mass media is influence.

Gramsci, the Frankfurt School (Adorno, Horkheimer, Lowenthal, Marcuse,
Habermas), Raymond Williams, Poulantzas, Althusser, and Marxists concerned par-
ticularly with the problems of countries peripheral to the capitalist core (e.g., Samir
Amin, Clive Y. Thomas) — none addresses the Consciousness Industry from the
standpoint of its historical-materialist role in making monopoly capitalism function
through demand management (advertising, marketing, and mass media).” Baran and
Sweezy in Monopoly Capital (1966) do indeed emphasize the importance of demand
management by monopoly capitalism but they unfortunately stop short of analyzing
realistically how it takes place, contenting themselves with a manipulative assumption
about the mass media and advertising. The same blind spot afflicts communications
scholars who take a more or less Marxist view of communications (Nordenstreng,
Enzensberger, Hamelink, Schiller, Murdock, Golding, and me until recently). Be-
cause they do not take account of how the mass media under monopoly capitalism
produce audiences to market commodities, candidates, and issues to themselves,
theory and practice regarding the production of ideology continues on a subjective,
unrealistic, and essentially ahistorical basis. Why they continue to suffer this blind
spot it is not my present task to determine.?
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The answer given in chapter 1 [Smythe, 1981] to the question, what is the prin-
cipal function which the commercial mass media perform for the capitalist system
was essentially to set an agenda for the production of consciousness with two mutu-
ally reinforcing objectives: (1) to mass market the mass-produced consumer goods
and services generated by monopoly capitalism by using audience power to accom-
plish this end; (2) to mass market legitimacy of the state and its strategic and tactical
policies and actions, such as election of government officers, military thrusts against
states which show signs of moving toward socialism (Vietnam, Korea, Cuba, Chile,
Dominican Republic, etc.), and policies against youthful dissent (“Middle America”).
The answer to the question, what is the principal product of the commercial mass
media in monopoly capitalism was simple: audience power. This is the concrete
product which is used to accomplish the economic and political tasks which are the
reason for the existence of the commercial mass media. Let us consider this strange
commodity, audience power.

Because audience power is produced, sold, purchased and consumed, it commands
a price and is a commodity. Like other “labor power” it involves “work.” So at the
outset let us consider what we mean by work. By common usage under capitalism,
work may be defined as whatever one does for which one receives pay (wages,
salaries, etc.). (Let us defer for the moment the fact that audience members do not
get paid for the use of their audience power.) As such it has come to be regarded
generally as doing something which you would prefer not to do, something unpleas-
ant, alienating, and frustrating. It also is thought of as something linked with a job,
a factory, an office, or a store. It was not always this way. At its base, work is doing
something creative, something distinctively human — for the capacity to work is one
of the things which distinguishes human beings from other animals. “By changing
the world they live in through labor, human beings at the same time alter their own
nature, for the lives of people are influenced both by what they produce and how they
produce” (Rinehart, 1975; emphasis added).

It seems that with other animals (e.g., beavers, ants, bees) work skills are pro-
grammed through the genes, whereas with human beings, they are learned after
birth — i.e., are social products. This fact conceals a secret which explains both the
unlimited creativity of which human beings are capable in their work and their
alienation in the processes of work under capitalism. The secret is that for human
beings, work involves both thinking and the application or testing of ideas in prac-
tice. The link between thinking and practice (or theory and practice) — that thinking
may be joined to, or sepavated from, practice — is basic to the power struggle between
capital and labor. (Parenthetically, it is the grasp of this fact which gives the thought
of Mao Zedong and the Chinese people the basis of their amazing accomplish-
ments.) (Mao Zedong, 1968) The revolutionary success of capitalism as a system
rests on the division of labor and its command of capital to multiply the “productiv-
ity” of work using ever more sophisticated machines, at the human cost of effectively
denying the creative process by fragmenting workers’ practice and divorcing it from
the interaction of thought and practice. This is the practical effect of “scientific
management” (see Smythe, 1981).
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Let us pose and answer some questions which should serve to identify and de-
scribe the audience commodity more precisely:

What do advertisers buy with their advertising expenditures? As hardnosed business-
men they are not paying for advertising for nothing, nor from altruism. What they
buy are the services of audiences with predictable specifications which will pay
attention in predictable numbers and at particular times to particular means of
communication (television, radio, newspapers, magazines, billboards, and third-class
mail) in particular market areas.* As collectivities these audiences are commodities.
As commodities they are dealt with in markets by producers and buyers (the latter
being advertisers). Such markets establish prices in the familiar mode of monopoly
capitalism. Both these markets and the audience commodities traded in are special-
ized. The audience commodities bear specifications known in the business as “the
demographics.” The specifications for the audience commodities include age, sex,
income level, family composition, urban or rural location, ethnic character, owner-
ship of home, automobile, credit card status, social class, and, in the case of hobby
and fan magazines, a dedication to photography, model electric trains, sports cars,
philately, do-it-yourself crafts, foreign travel, kinky sex, etc.

Avre audiences homogeneons? By no means, although all of them have the common
features of being produced by mass media and priced and sold in oligopolistic
markets to advertisers for whom they perform services which earn their keep, i.e.,
keep advertisers advertising because the expenditure is productive from the advertisers’
standpoint. Audiences produced for sale to advertisers fall into two groups: those
produced in connection with marketing consumers’ goods and those for producers’
goods. The latter are typically produced by trade or business media (magazines,
newspapers, or direct mail). The buyers of producers’ goods are typically institutions
(government, in the case of the “military sales effort,” or private corporations) which
presumably buy on specifications of objective qualities. Moreover, such advertising
is a relatively small part of the total; hence, the following analysis disregards this
category of audience. The second and strategically most important class of audiences
is produced for advertisers marketing consumers’ goods. Again, these audiences fall
into two classes: The first of these are for producers of what Julian L. Simon (1970,
p. 71) calls homogenous package goods (HPG) which have certain common features:

(1) Slight or no objective physical difference between the brands, (2) Low unit cost,
(3) Short time period between repeated purchases, (4) Large total dollar volume for
each product industry, (5) Except for liquor, heavy use of television as an advertising
medium, and (6) Large proportions of sales spent for advertising.

In the HPG category are soft drinks, gum, candy, soaps, cleaners, waxes, etc.,
tobacco products, beer, wine, liquor, gasoline, patent drugs, perfumes, cosmetics,
deodorants, razor blades, etc., as well as fast foods and restaurants. The second
subclass of audiences for consumers’ goods is that for durable consumer goods.
Here are automobiles, snowmobiles, clothes, boats, shoes, hobby equipment (e.g.,
cameras, sports equipment, household tools), household appliances, etc. Although
objective qualitative characteristics are ascertainable, annual style changes dominate
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them. It is the consumer goods advertisers whose audiences are produced by the
mass media to generate the “demand” which can increase GNP.

How are advertisers assured that they arve getting what they pay for when they buy
andience power? After all, the skeptic asks, how does the advertiser know that I am in
his audience? And even if I am in the room when the television set is on, why does
he think that I am paying attention to the commercials (I may time my visits to the
refrigerator or toilet to coincide with the appearance of the commercials)? The
answer is simple. The advertiser is assured that he/she gets the audience power
that is paid for in just the same way that an insurance company profits by insuring
your life. You may drop dead the day after taking out the policy, or you may pay
premiums for 50 years. The insurance company “gambles” on the probability of
your living a certain number of years. Probability, working with large numbers,
removes the risk from the gamble. Similarly with advertising, the assurance lies in
the law of large numbers and the experience with audience probabilities which yields
the basis for prediction on which the price of audience power is based. So it matters
not if some audience members withdraw their attention; that is expected and dis-
counted in advance by the advertiser.

As to the statistical basis of the experience and prediction of audience size: that is
the specialized business of a subindustry sector of the Consciousness Industry which
checks to determine audience size. The behavior of the members of the audience
under the impact of advertising and the other content of the mass media is the
object of market research by a large number of independent market research agencies
as well as by similar staffs in advertising agencies, in the corporations which advertise,
and in media enterprises. The raw data for their demographic and psychographic
research are gathered by intensive interview studies and extrapolated to estimates
of total audiences, using reports from A. C. Nielsen and a host of competitors
who specialize in rapid assessment of the delivered audience commodity. Scientific
sampling vields results as reliable for audiences as it does for grain, sugar, and other
basic commodities which also can be “graded” only on the basis of probability and
experience.

What institutions produce the commodity which advertisers buy with their advertis-
ing expenditures? There seem to be two levels to the answer to this question. The
first, immediate level is the media enterprises and the family which is the nexus of
audiences. Media enterprises include those which operate commercial television and
radio stations (and networks of such stations), newspapers, magazines and which
produce billboard and third-class mail advertising. The second, deeper level is that
of the factor supply services for the media. Feeding these media enterprises with
what might be thought of as the producers’ goods which support the commercial
media “side” of the production process are all the advertising agencies, talent agencies,
package program producers, specialist firms in producing commercial announce-
ments, film producers, the wire services (AP, UPI, Reuters, Canadian Press, etc.),
“syndicators” of news columns, writers’ agents, book publishers, motion picture
producers and distributors.

But powerful institutions feed the audience production process from the family or
audience side as well. Here the role of the educational institutions, especially at the
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primary and secondary levels, is important. Preparation of children for their role
in audiences in those institutions is both explicit in classroom experience which
“educates” children as to how media and business function (e.g., classes in business
English or other vocational skills related to salesmanship, advertising, etc.) and
implicit in the submissiveness to authority which the schools impart. Obviously,
underlying both the media side and the audience side of the process of producing
audiences is the electronics-photography industry complex which conceives, pro-
duces, and markets both the “software” (package programs, wire service copy, for
example) and the hardware (high-speed presses, porto-pak television cameras, home
receivers for television, radio, etc.).

How are prices for audience power determined? Monopoly and oligopoly character-
ize the supply of audiences produced by the newspaper industry. Single newspaper
ownership is practically universal in American and Canadian urban areas, and the
only effective ceiling on audience prices demanded by newspaper publishers is the
opportunity cost to the advertiser of using alternative media (direct mail, billboards,
radio and television). Cross-ownership of radio and television stations by newspaper
publishers is so common as to inhibit intermedia competition in the sale of audience
power. Moreover oligopolistic price setting is supported by long-established trade
associations for each of the media. Prices are differentiated according to types of
demand for audience power. Basic to newspaper pricing is the separation of “national”
from “retail” advertisers, with the former being charged substantially higher rates
than the latter. A separate price schedule governs sales to “classified” advertisers.
Within the retail category, different prices are commonly charged for different classes
of advertisers, e.g., on “business pages” — main financial pages, notices of dividends,
corporate meetings, etc. — or listings of restaurants, amusements, books, resorts, etc.
Quantity reductions are commonly granted for larger spaces; frequency discounts,
for multiple exposures over time. The levels of rates are set on the basis of ability
to pay (Simon, 1970, pp. 146-7). Magazine prices for audiences are classified as
“national” for magazines producing nationwide audiences, and “local,” for magazines
with more limited geographic scope.

The markets for radio and television audiences, except for the relatively small
proportion served only by single stations, display more competition for the advert-
isers’ expenditures than do those of newspapers. For television audiences, the com-
petition between networks is intense. Audiences for television (and radio before
radio networks atrophied after television was innovated) command different prices
according to whether they are priced as a network package or the product of a single
station. They were originally priced differently if they were sold as produced by a
“sponsored program,” or as spot announcements between programs. By the 1970s,
few “sponsored” programs were broadcast (mostly soap operas and one-time “spe-
cials” in prime time); the great bulk of audience time on both television and radio is
now sold via spot announcements — mostly those sold by networks, but some
directly by stations through “station representatives” to advertisers.

Erik Barnouw (1978, pp. 69-70) describes the television market for audience
power in terms analogous to markets for spot and future transactions in commodi-
ties like wheat or copper:
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A central point was that a sale designated a particular program — not merely a time
period. The advertiser had taken the position that he must have program settings
suitable to his messages and purposes, and the networks had accepted this as reason-
able. From this flowed many consequences.

One was the disappearance of fixed prices. The rate card became virtually obsolete. A
slot in a program that had, at the moment, a top Nielsen or Arbitron rating could be
sold for a higher price than a slot in a program with a lower rating. Thus the business
gravitated toward endless bargaining. Prices fluctuated as on a stock market.

A sharp rise in ratings brought a rise in asking price. When NBC decided in 1970 to
schedule a series around the comedian Flip Wilson — then a relatively unknown quantity
— network time salesmen began by selling 30-second slots for about $35,000 each. As
the program won unexpected success and climbing ratings, the asking price went to
$40,000, $45,000, $50,000 and beyond. On a single broadcast, one slot might have
been sold at the lowest, earliest price; others at later prices. On some series, ratings and
prices went down instead of up.

The buying and selling was generally done in clusters or packages. In view of the
staggering number of spots involved, this seemed inevitable. For the sponsor it was also
a way to hedge his bets. Unexpected failures could be balanced by unexpected suc-
cesses. There was a safety in this “scatter” buying.

In the bargaining process, a sponsor might indicate through his advertising agency
that he was ready to invest $1,400,000 in time purchases for Mouthwash X; the
network was asked to provide a suggested list of available slots. Some would be rejected
as unsuitable, others accepted. Eventually there would be agreement on a spectrum of
spots, and on a package price. A specific dollar value would be assigned to each spot;
this was essential because a program cancellation would require the network to make a
refund, or provide a comparable spot. The spots in a package might have wildly diverse
price tags, reflecting their ratings and other bargaining factors. They might include 30-
second slots in a football bowl game at $90,000 cach; in a popular mystery series at $
55,000 cach; in an evening news series at $18,000 cach; in a documentary prime time
special at $14,000 each; and in an early morning show at $4,000 each.

A documentary special, even in prime time, was likely to go at a “bargain price”
unless some sensational element was involved. A special could not have a track record,
so its ratings could only be guessed at. And most sponsors were in any case reluctant to
consider a slot in what might prove controversial; some flatly refused to take the risk.

To see that audience power is literally a commodity, consider the following pack-
ages of audience power available in the Vancouver, British Columbia, area for local
television advertisers in May 1978:

For One 30-Second Spot on Bulk Basis
(Dollar cost per 1,000 persons)

M=*A*S+H Hockey Night in Canada Batman
(prime time) (prime time) (Saturday AM)
Total viewers 2.32 1.99 0.96
Adults, total 3.00 2.29 —
Men 5.84 3.45 —
Women 5.13 5.98 7.35
Teenagers 25.39 42.44 3.85

Children 50.78 50.78 1.89
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If the demographic and psychographic characteristics of women in these audiences
in this market fitted the demand-management needs of an advertiser, M*A*S*xH
would be a better buy than either of the other programs. Similarly, if the advertiser’s
marketing strategy was aimed at children, the best buy of the three would be the
Batman program on Saturday morning.

These audience power markets establish prices in the familiar oligopolistic mode
of monopoly capitalism. And an advertiser’s power in the audience market has been
a significant factor in building monopoly corporate empires. A sympathetic expert
on advertising, Julian Simon (1970, pp. 222-3) says:

At the corporate level, advertising sometimes has led to increased concentration by
diversification because of multiproduct volume discounts on advertising time and space.
For example, the FTC record revealed that Procter & Gamble could buy television time
for 5 percent less than could the Clorox Company and this was an admitted motivation
in Procter & Gamble’s purchase. . . . Blake and Blum (1965) have compiled their rel-
evant data on these volume discounts and provide compelling analysis to show that they
must have been an important reason for firms that advertise heavily to seek mergers and
reduce the cost of advertising.

This effect is illustrated by a recent trade-paper story: “The proposed Cadbury-
Schweppes merger, which sees economies in advertising and overseas expansion as its
chief benefits, will create (if the Board of Trade permits) the United Kingdom’s fourth
largest food group, with estimated sales of $600,000,000. Savings would come from
the group buying of television time, which accounts for at least 75 percent of the com-
panies’ joint budget in that medium. In 1968, the two companies put out $13,650,000
for advertising, the second largest in the country....” (Advertising Age, March 3,
1969, p. 26)

Simon also points out that the better the advertiser’s ability to measure the
productivity of his purchased audience power, the more sensitive the advertiser will
be to rate changes. And he uses as example, the case of mail order advertisers who
buy magazine audience power:

Mail order advertisers have an almost perfect measure of the effect of their advertising,
and they receive sharp discounts below the rates paid by general advertisers. (Simon,
1970, p. 146)

Who pays how much for the production of audience power? On the surface it seems as
if the exchange of audience power for commercial media content is equal or perhaps
is even tilted in favour of the audience. You audience members contribute your
unpaid work time and in exchange you receive the program material and the explicit
advertisements. What better way to spend those “leisure hours” anyway? Especially
if, as audience research suggests, television audience behavior since the mid-1960s
increasingly tends to treat television as aural-visual wallpaper: the set is left on and
audience members either attend to it or drift between the television room and
adjacent (or remote) rooms, “glimpsing” the television set in passing and monitor-
ing it auditorily all the while (Lyle, 1972, p. 23). Is there inconsistency between the
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concept of audience power as a commodity and such disrespectful behavior: Of
course not. Is the tendency of workers on the production line to skimp or sabotage
their work processes inconsistent with the fact that they have sold their labor power
to the boss?

It we would understand the full audience contribution to producing their own
audience power in a capitalist system, we must start by asking what value the system
places on that audience power. And we shall find (in the next two chapters) that it
is of vital importance to the system which could not survive without it. But, and the
contradiction is significant, the system gets it “dirt-cheap.”

Regarding television and radio broadcasting, advertisers spent in Canada in 1976
about $417 million on television and $279 million on radio.® For the 6,684,000
Canadian households with television sets in 1976 (and they were 97 percent of all
households), advertisers spent $62 per houschold. Assuming a 23-hour week for
television viewing per houschold (a very conservative figure), advertisers paid 5.2
cents an hour for the audience power of the average television household in 1976.
Similarly, the 6,918,000 Canadian houscholds with radio (100 percent saturation)
cost the advertisers an average of $40 per houschold per annum. Assuming 18 hours
per week of radio listening per household, this equaled 4.2 cents per houschold per
hour of radio listening. Even without sophisticated productivity analysis of these
costs, it is evident that the productivity of audience power need not be very high for
all the individuals in the audience in order for it to be profitable for advertisers to
recoup the costs — to them — of putting audience power to work.

From the standpoint of the audience, however, it bears much heavier costs than
the advertisers. For what? For the privilege of working without pay as audience
members, marketing consumer goods and services to themselves. And these heavier
costs ignore the hidden costs they incur through commodity purchases. Table 16.1
compares the direct cost to audiences in Canada and the United States of commer-
cial television and radio programming. It shows that, in 1976, Canadian audience
members paid $2.188 billion as the direct cost of owning and operating their
television receivers, whereas advertisers spent a mere $417 million. In other words,
for every dollar spent by advertisers to buy media-produced television audiences,
Canadian householders spent five. And whereas the depreciated investment in prop-
erty, plant, and equipment of the combined over-the-air and cable television indus-
try and the over-the-air radio broadcast industry in Canada was $645 million in
1976, the audience’s depreciated investment in television and radio receivers was
$3.905 billion. (Because CBC does not report investment in television and radio
property separately, it is necessary to combine them.) In other words, for every
dollar invested by the television-cable and radio broadcast industry in plant and
equipment, Canadian householders had invested more than six dollars in their televi-
sion and radio receivers.

In the United States, audience members paid $21.949 billion to own and operate
their television receivers in 1976; advertisers spent $6.721 billion to buy the televi-
sion audiences — a ratio of three dollars spent by the audience to one by the
advertisers. A similar ratio of three to one existed between costs for radio receivers
($2.330 billion) and advertiser expenditures to buy radio audiences ($8.040 billion).



Table 16.1 Comparative cost of television and radio in Canada and the United States, 1976

Canadn USA
TV Radio vV Radio
Audience Costs, Direct:
Basic Data:
Number of receivers (000)* 9,895 23,400 121,000 402,000
Average purchase price (est. $) 600 80 540 72
Average useful life (est. years) 7 7 7 7
Average remaining useful life (est. years) 3.5 3.5 3.5 3.5
Interest rate on investment (est. %) 10 10 8 8
Average cost of power (est. $) 15 4 15 4
Average cost of repairs (est. $) 70 3 60 3
Annual Costs per Set ($):
Depreciation (1/7 of price) 86 11 77 10
Interest (on 1/2 of price) 30 4 22 3
Power 15 4 15 4
Repairs 70 3 60 3
Total 201 22 174 20
Total Audience Cost (total cost per set times
number of receivers/million $ per year) 1,989 515 21,054 8,040
Add cable costs for cabled households
(million § per year)" 199 — 895 —
Total Audience Cost (million $) 2,188 515 21,949 8,040
Adpvertiser Costs (million $ per year)* 417 279 6,721 2,330
Audience and Industry Investment:
Depreciated audience investment
(1/2 original cost, million $) 2,969 936 32,670 14,472
Depreciated investment in broadcast
property, plant and equipment
(million $):
Over-air industry (except CBC)? 101 56 850 504
Over-air industry (including CBC)* 409 — —
Cable industry 236 — : —
Total Cable and Over-Air (Canada) 645
Profitability of Industry:
Net profit before taxes (million $):
Over-air industry* 60 36 1,546 158
Cable (Canada)® 36 — — —
Rate of return (%)
Over-air industry 59 65 182 31
Cable (Canada) 15 — — —

* UNESCO Statistical Yearbook, 1997, pp. 996, 1016.
® Statistics Canada, Cable Television, Cat. 56, 205, 1976; United States Bureau of the Census,

Statistical Abstract, 1978. Aspen Institute, The Mass Media, 1978, p. 215.

¢ For Canada, sce footnote 5 (in text); for United States, Aspen Institute, The Mass Medin,

1978, p. 203.

4 For Canada, Statistics Canada, Television and Radio Broadcasting, Cat. 56, 204,1976; for
United States, Federal Communications Commission, Annual Report, 1976, pp. 130, 141;

Aspen Institute.
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Curiously, although these ratios for operating costs were lower in the United States
than in Canada, the ratios for depreciated investment by audiences were higher.
Thus for television, audience investment was $32.670 billion, but over-the-air tele-
vision depreciated investment was $850 million — a ratio of 33 to 1. And for radio
broadcasting, audience investment was $14.472 billion as against $504 million by
the radio broadcast networks and stations — a ratio of 33 to 1.

If one examines the basic data on audience receiver costs in Table 16.1 closely, it
is evident that I have had to make rough estimates for all of them. The estimates
appear to be conservative. At any event, the gross imbalance between audience costs
and investment on the one hand, and expenditures by advertisers and investment by
television and radio broadcast industries is obvious. Even if the real costs of depre-
ciation, interest, power, repairs were a third less than my estimates suggest, televi-
sion audiences in Canada and the United States would still be paying twice as much
as advertisers.

What seems surprising from this analysis is that this preponderant investment and
expense by audience members is virtually unnoticed by them and by scholars work-
ing in the mass media field. By what magicians term misdirection, attention is so
focused on the exotic performances and lives of media stars and the showbiz glamor
of program production and network and station operations that the real situation is
mystified out of existence, as far as popular consciousness is concerned.

Who pays how much for the production of audience power other than via
television-radio? For newspapers and magazines, advertisers pay the great bulk of the
cost — typically from 70 to 90 percent. Audience subscription and newsstand pur-
chase payments cover approximately only the delivery cost of the newspapers and
magazines. “Community” and “shopping” newspapers which have no subscription
price are paid for entirely by advertisers. Direct mail advertising materials are at the
expense of advertisers, subsidized by heavy drains on revenues from first class mail
and general tax revenues through below-cost postal rates. A similar postal subsidy
for magazines and newspapers has shifted substantial portions of the costs of maga-
zines and newspapers to the postal service in Canada and the United States since the
last quarter of the nineteenth century.

What is the nature of the content of the commercial mass media under monopoly
capitalism? In chapter 1 [Smythe, 1981], we considered the many ways in which
there is unity between the apparently advertising and the apparently nonadvertising
content of the commercial mass media. Both types have the same features. But it
would be a serious error to ignore the importance of the formal difference between
the “advertising” and the “program” or “editorial” content. The fiction that the
advertising supports or makes possible the news, entertainment, or “educational”
content has been a public relations mainstay of the commercial mass media. The
professional esprit de corps of journalists hinges on it. And the textbooks, courses of
instruction, teachers, and researchers in the mass media accept this fiction as defin-
ing the boundaries of their concerns. Either they deal with editorial content (in the
case of newspapers and magazines) or program content, or they are hived off into
textbooks, research, etc., about advertising. The only connection commonly made
between advertising and the nonadvertising content of the media is to raise and
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dispel the suspicion that advertisers commonly tell the editorial departments of news-
papers and magazines or the program producers of television and radio what zot to
say in the nonadvertising portions. (Of course, they seldom do this; it is not neces-
sary, because the editorial policy of the media selects people for employment and
predetermines the limits of what is “acceptable” noneditorial content.)

As a necessary consequence of the prevalence of this fiction, audience members
and social scientists have come to regard the nonadvertising content as the sufficient
attraction which warrants audiences spending time attending to the whole media
product. So A. J. Liebling’s (1961) point that the nonadvertising content is the
“free lunch” does have a solid basis in public consciousness, a basis cynically rein-
forced by the newspapers’ practice of referring to the space between the advertise-
ments as the boles which must be filled with appropriately sized chunks of “news.”
The appropriateness of the analogy is manifest. As with the hors d’oeuvres or potato
chips and peanuts given to the customers of the pub, bar, or cocktail lounge, the
function of the free lunch is to whet the appetite. In this case, to whet the prospect-
ive audience members’ appetites and thus (1) attract and keep them attending to
the program, newspaper, or magazine; (2) cultivate a mood conducive to favorable
reaction to the advertisers’ explicit and implicit messages.

In the policy of the mass media, the characteristics of the free lunch must always
be subordinated to those of the formal advertisements, because the purpose of the
mass media is to produce audiences to sell to the advertisers. Therefore a program
which is more arousing than the adjacent advertisements will not survive; it could
survive the preliminary screening only because of faulty judgment on part of the
media management and advertisers. The cost per unit of time or space of producing
an explicit advertisement is many times the cost per unit of time or space of pro-
ducing the free lunch (in a ratio of 8 or 10 to 1 in television) which is a rough index
of the relative attention paid to the arousal qualities of the two.

There is, of course, a market for the free lunch, and this market spans not only the
totally advertiser-dependent media (television and radio) but also the cinema, maga-
zines, newspapers, and book industries. A particular commodity in the free lunch
market (Roots, for example) will appear in more than one of these media, sometimes
simultaneously (as with the book and film China Syndrome), often successively, in
each case appropriately edited to fit the media’s needs.

Qualification is necessary regarding the free lunch. On the one hand, in the case
of newspapers and magazines, many readers buy the publication becaunse they want
the advertisements. This is especially true with classified advertisements and display
advertising of products and prices by local merchants in newspapers. It is also true of
most “hobby” magazines where the product information in advertisements may be
as much an inducement as the free lunch to prospective readers. On the other hand,
cable television, coupled with commercial television broadcasting, results in audi-
ence members paying directly for both the free lunch and the advertisements, as
inescapably they will for pay-television — if and when that becomes widespread and
able to preempt mass appeal free lunch programs, such as championship sports events.

By emphasizing the economic role of the free lunch in media content, I by no
means wish to minimize its importance in its own right. As a social institution with
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the agenda-setting role which it has, the mass media free lunch puts into words and
images the view of events in the local community, the region, the country, and the
world which journalists produce and media entrepreneurs publish. That the mass
media in Canada and the United States on occasion expose and attack corruption
and otherwise critically examine the working of the present social system is undeni-
able. We need not expand on that here because the literature on the mass media
amply celebrates these efforts. But as is demonstrated in chapter 11 [Smythe, 1981],
the overwhelming tendency of the free lunch is to reaffirm the status quo and retard
change.

Nor should one minimize the propaganda value of the free lunch. Its production
by Consciousness Industry is a process of interpreting and homogenizing the entire
cultural heritage in current commoditized terms. (A sign over a Hollywood publicity
agent’s desk reads, “You never lose money by underestimating the level of popular
taste.”) As and when bourgeois literature, drama, art, and music, and traditional
folk cultural materials (e.g., Calypso music) provide profitable opportunities, it all
becomes raw material for commercial media free lunch and advertising content. The
ideological basis of it all is possessive individualism with the corollaries described in
Chapter 1. Beginnings are being made in the exploration of the concrete reality of
how the process works (Dorfman and Mattelart, 1975; Schiller, 1969, 1973, 1976,
Kellner, 1979; Gitlin, 1979). The range and subtlety of the propaganda is evidenced
by the following testimony before a United States congressional subcommittee, “On
Winning the Cold War,” by Dr. Joseph Klapper. Although it is an evaluation of a
form of propaganda addressed to foreigners, it is equally applicable to domestic
media content:

Now, of course the broadcasting of popular music is not likely to have an immediate
effect on the audience’s political attitude, but this kind of communication nevertheless
provides a sort of entryway of Western ideas and Western concepts, even though these
concepts may not be explicitly and completely stated at any one particular moment in
the communication. In addition, and simply because the communication does fill a
need which the audience enjoys having filled, it probably serves to build up a certain
credibility and respect for the source of that communication. . . . And this building of
source credibility is one of the numerous possible preparatory steps toward the eventual
clinching moment of persuasion. (U.S. Congress, House, 1967, pp. 64-5)

The free lunch thus provides material which, taken jointly with the explicit advertis-
ing, gives the audience material to work on.

What is the naturve of the sevvice performed for the advertiser by the members of the
purchased andience? In economic terms, the audience commodity is a nondurable
producer’s good which is bought and used in the marketing of the advertiser’s product.
The work which audience members perform for the advertiser to whom they have
been sold is learning to buy goods and to spend their income accordingly. Some-
times, it is to buy any of the class of goods (e.g., an aircraft manufacturer is selling
air transport in general, or the dairy industry, all brands of milk) but most often it is
a particular “brand” of consumer goods. In short, they work to create the demand
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for advertised goods which is the purpose of the monopoly-capitalist advertisers.
Audience members may resist, but the advertiser’s expectations are realized suffi-
ciently that the results perpetuate the system of demand management.

People in audiences, we should remember, have had a rich history of education
for their work as audience members. As children, teenagers, and adults they have
observed old and new models of particular brands of products on the street, in
homes of friends, at school, at the job front, etc. Much time will have been spent in
discussing the “good” and “bad” features of brands of commodities in hundreds of
contexts. A constant process of direct experience with commodities goes on and
blends into all aspects of people’s lives all the time. Advertisers get this huge volume
of audience work (creation of consumer consciousness) as a bonus even before a
specific media free-lunch-advertising program appears on the tube face and initiates
a new episode in audience work (See Smythe, 1981).

While people do their work as audience members they are simultaneously repro-
ducing their own labor power. In this respect, we may avoid the trap of a manipulation-
explanation by noting that if such labor power is, in fact, loyally attached to the
monopoly-capitalist system, this would be welcome to the advertisers whose exist-
ence depends on the maintenance of that system. But in reproducing their labor
power, workers respond to other realistic conditions which may on occasion surprise
and disappoint the advertisers.

The nature of audience work may best be approached through successive approx-
imations. At a superficial level it looks like this: “Customers do not buy things. They
buy tools to solve problems,” according to Professor T. N. Levitt (1976, p. 73) of
Harvard Business School. The nature of the work done by audience power thus
seems to be to use the advertising free lunch combination of sensory stimuli to
determine whether s/he (1) has the “problem” the advertiser is posing (e.g., loneli-
ness, sleeplessness, prospective economic insecurity for loved ones after the bread-
winner’s death, etc.), (2) is aware that there is a class of commodities which, if
purchased and used will “solve” that problem (e.g., shampoo, nonprescription sleep-
ing drugs, life insurance) and that people like him/her use this class of commodity
for this purpose, (3) ought to add brand ZX of that class of commodities to the
mental or physical shopping list for the next trip to the store. This is the advertisers’
rational basis. For audience members, however, their work is not so rational.

There is an ever-increasing number of decisions forced on audience members by
new commodities and their related advertising. In addition to the many thousands
of different items stocked by a typical supermarket at any one time, more than a
thousand new consumer commodities appear each year. Literally millions of possible
comparative choices face the audience member who goes shopping. As a long line of
books stretching back to the 1920s has argued (for example, Chase and Schlink,
1927), the consumer is totally unable to know cither the craftsman’s sense of quality
or the “scientific” basis of quality as built into consumers goods by modern mass
production techniques. Imagine yourself entering a toilet-goods section of a modern
department store in which every product was in a similar glass container and the
containers bore only the chemical description of the contents and the price. Unless
you were a very experienced chemist specializing in cosmetics and other toiletries
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(and even then you would have to do a lot of thinking), how could you know which
was a “best buy,” or even what the product was intended to do: be it a shampoo,
deodorant, skin-care cream, or what? Lacking the product brand name, the shape
and symbolic decoration of the package, you would be helpless.°®

It must be assumed that when most people go shopping, even for H.P.G., there
is real necessity moving them. The refrigerator needs restocking. Soap is needed for
washing, and so on. And that they are increasingly aware of the squeeze of increas-
ing cost of living versus inadequate income. The recent appearance of “no-name
brand” commodities is a response of monopoly capitalism to consumer resistance to
the usual brand pricing practice. In the 1950s there was a flurry of “discount stores”
where “standard” brand merchandise (acquired from bankrupt stores, from usual
sources, or from thieves) was sold at substantial discounts. This was a tactical re-
sponse of the system to consumer resistance. And with the artificial prosperity of the
Vietnam war period these stores disappeared. It is probable that “no-name brand”
merchandise is a similar, temporary tactical concession. In any event, “no-name
brands” amount in fact to new “house brands” with, for the present, reduced prices.

Your work, as audience member, has to do with how your life’s problems interact
with the advertising-free-lunch experience. But how? How, in light of that experi-
ence do you decide whether you really have the “problem” to which the advertiser
has sought to sensitize you? And if the answer to this question be affirmative, how
do you decide that the class of commodities which have been produced to cope
with that problem will really serve their advertised purpose? And if the answer
to that question be affirmative, how do you decide whether to buy brand A, B,
or n? The process contains o monstrous contradiction. It is totally rational from the
advertisers’ perspective and totally irrational from the andience members’.

Faced with the necessity to make some decisions as to what classes and what
brands of commodities to put on the shopping list (if only to preserve a shred of
self-respect as one capable of making one’s own decisions), it seems that Staffen B.
Linder (1970, p. 59) may be correct in saying that the most important way by which
consumers can cope with commodities and advertising is to limit the time spent per
purchase in thinking about what to buy:

Reduced time for reflection previous to a decision would apparently entail a growing
irrationality. However, since it is extremely rational to consider less and less per deci-
sion there exists a rationale of irrationality.

“Impulse purchasing” has increasingly become the practice of Consciousness
Industry, as market researchers have studied the effect of store layout, shelf-level
display, and commodity package design and artwork on customers pushing their
basket-carts through supermarket aisles. Studies of eye-blink rates indicate that a
semihypnotic condition of the customer results in impulse purchases for which no
rationale can be remembered when the customer returns home. “Consumers” pro-
duced and delivered by Consciousness Industry are in the position of trying to cope
with a giant con game. They know that they do not really have all the problems
which advertisers press them to solve by buying their products. Placed in a time- and
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income-spending bind, the impossibility of making rational shopping decisions forces
consumers to “take a chance.” The lottery is perhaps the best model for explaining
what happens at the moment of truth when the customer reaches for the package
from the shelf. And it is perhaps significant that lotteries, so long excluded from
socially sanctioned practice, have recently become legal and generally used in North
America. For consumers accustomed to taking a chance on a $9.99 item on the
supermarket shelf, the option of a statistically sheer random “chance” to win a million
dollars can be very attractive and compelling. Yet the rationale of irrationality (Linder’s)
is unsatisfactory as an explanation of audience work. It may serve as a first approxima-
tion to an explanation. But we must dig deeper into the process of which audience
work is a part.

How can andience power be “work” when it takes place in “free” or “leisure” time?
What becomes of the labor theory of value if aundiences ave working? Is it not true
that what people do when not working at the job front (where they are paid money
for their work) is their free or leisure time &y definition? Is it not true that “you can
do as you please” in this “free” time? Have not “modern” houschold appliances
relieved women of household work?

At the outset it is important to note that the idea of such free or leisure time is a
hand-me-down from the upper classes in bourgeois society. It derives from the upper-
class notion of leisure for the enjoyment of “official culture” (see chapter 9 [Smythe,
1981]). At the height of imperialist power toward the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, it took the form of emulating the comspicuons consumption of the rich and
powerful, as Veblen so bitingly revealed in The Theory of the Leisure Class (1899). As
transformed by monopoly capitalism, it meant the imitation of expensive consump-
tion, for, as Veblen also pointed out, the policy of monopoly capitalism was to be “a
competition in publicity and scarcity” (Smythe, 1981). David Riesman (1950) and
Stuart Ewen (1976) focused on the illusory semblance of reality in such “leisure”
and “free time.”

It is necessary to state clearly that just as people are rarely totally controlled by
Consciousness Industry, so marketed commodities rarely have absolutely no use
value. Repeatedly, in different ways I emphasize that most people embody a dialect-
ical tension: they feel it necessary to cooperate with the monopoly-capitalist system
in a variety of ways and for a variety of reasons; yet at the same time, as human
beings they resist such cooperation in a variety of ways, for a variety of reasons. An
analogous internal dialectical tension seems to exist within most commodities under
capitalism. The gas-guzzling, overpowered, dangerous private automobile a/lso trans-
ports you from home to work and back again; when suitably “hotted up,” it may
even lure into a lasting relationship a commoditized person of the opposite sex, just
as the advertisements promise. The relative strength of the repressive and emancip-
atory ingredients in a commodity obviously differs greatly as between different com-
modities, e.g., an adulterated drug as against ordinary packaged milk. As we shall see
in chapter 10 [Smythe, 1981], this dialectical conflict within commodities exists
within producer goods as well as consumer goods, which is the reason that the term
technology, with its assumed neutral quality, is dangerously misleading. For most
people in the core area today, leisure or free time, like technology, are propaganda

«,
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devices which obscure and confuse the real contradictions between the respects
in which people cooperate with and resist the monopoly-capitalist system and its
commodities.

Except for those people who have been so rich that they did not have to work, all
people have always had to work — one way or another — when not at the job in order
to prepare themselves to work tomorrow. Before the mass production of consumer
goods — roughly before 1875 — in capitalist core countries, people’s work to prepare
themselves to work tomorrow (e.g., to reproduce their labor power) was done
under conditions of cottage industry. For example they baked their own bread using
flour which they might have ground themselves and yeast which they cultured for
themselves. But with the mass production of consumer goods, their work to reproduce
their labor power depends on buying and using consumer goods in end-product
form. They have become dependent on factory-baked bread. And if sophisticated
durable goods, e.g., vacuum cleaners, have relieved them of the necessity to sweep
with brooms, it has required them to spend time buying filters and other equipment
and arranging for maintenance of such equipment by “service men.” And the end-
less proliferation of new commodities which clamor for their place in houschold
consumption (e.g., electric can openers, electric carving knives, power lawn mowers,
etc.) demands so much of so-called free time to buy, use, and maintain them that
the idea of “free time” has become ridiculous. Consider what has happened to the
time available to workers and the way it is used in the past century.

In 1850, under conditions of cottage industry, i.c., unbranded consumer goods,
the average work week of employed men was about 70 hours per week in the United
States.” The average worker could devote about 42 hours per week to such cottage
industry types of reproduction of his labor power. By 1960, the time spent on the
job was about 39.5 hours per week — an apparent reduction in time spent on the job
of about 30 hours per week (to which should be added 2.5 hours as a generous
estimate of the weekly equivalent of paid vacations).

Advertisers and home economists regularly argued that the apparent reduction in
“work” hours created new leisure time for workers and housewives between 1910
and 1940, as Stuart Ewen’s Captains of Consciousness (1976) demonstrated. Con-
sumer durable goods like washing machines, vacuum cleaners, etc., were said to free
housekeepers from work. Some time was indeed freed from drudgery in this way,
but the illusion that most people had large blocks of free time was a myth created by
Consciousness Industry. Upon close inspection, as we shall argue, leisure time for
most people is work time. As Marylee Stephenson (1977, p. 32) puts it: “over
90 percent of 51 percent of the adult population is engaged in . . . wageless labor
(known as housework) for their entire adult life. . ..”

In fact, the meaning of the almost 30 hours per week by which the job work week
shrank between 1850 and 1960 was transformed doubly by monopoly capitalism.
One transformation removed huge chunks of people’s time from their discretion by
metropolitan sprawl and by the nature of unpaid work which workers were obligated
to perform. For example, recently travel time to and from the job has been estimated
at 8.5 hours per week; “moonlighting” employment at a minimum of one hour per
week; repair work around the home at another five hours per week; and men’s work
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on household chores and shopping at another 2.3 hours per week. As I write this
the postman drops through the slot a piece of direct mail advertising for a Do-I¢-
Yourself manual. It tells me that owning this manual:

.. .1s like having the experts at your side . . . but without having to pay for them! You
can save the expense of countless calls for cabinetmaker, carpenter, decorator, electri-
cian, heating expert, locksmith, mason, painter, paper-hanger, plasterer, plumber, roofer,
rug cleaner, tile layer.

And it lists more than 50 “projects you can build for your home or garden” with the
manual.

A total of 16.8 hours per week of the roughly 32 hours of time suposedly “freed”
as a result of “modernization” is thus anything but free. A further 7 hours of the 32
hours of “freed” time disappears when a correction for part-time female employ-
ment is made in the reported hours per week in 1960.%

A second transformation involved the pressure placed by the system on the remain-
ing hours of the week. If sleeping is estimated at 8 hours a day, the remainder of the
168 hours in the week after subtracting sleeping time and the unfree work time
identified earlier was 42 hours in 1850 and 49 hours in 1960. The apparent increase
in “free” time has thus shrunk to 7 hours per week (instead of about 30 hours). We
lack systematic information about the use of this increased free time for both dates.
We do know that certain types of activities were common to both dates: personal
care, making love, visiting with relatives and friends, preparing and eating meals,
attending union, church, and other associative institutions, including saloons. We
also know that in 1960 (but not in 1850) there was a vast array of branded con-
sumer goods and services pressed on workers through advertising, retail establishment
displays, and peer group influence. Attendance at spectator sports and participation
in such activities as little leagues, bowling, camping, and “pleasure driving” of the
automobile or snowmobile — all promoted for the sake of equipment and energy sales
by the Consciousness Industry — now takes time that was devoted to noncommercial
activities in 1850. In-house time must now be devoted to deciding whether to buy
and to use (by whom, where, under what conditions, and why) an endless prolifera-
tion of goods for personal care, household furnishings, clothing, music reproduction
equipment, etc. And thus far we have not mentioned mass media use, although it
should be noted that workers are guided in all income and time expenditures by the
mass media — through the blend of explicit advertising and advertising implicit in the
program content.

Let us now introduce mass media use as it relates to the seven hours of “free”
time thus far identified (ignoring the pressures on the audience to use its time and
income referred to in the preceding paragraph). How much time do most people
spend as part of the audience product of the mass media — their time which is sold
by the media to advertisers? David Blank, economist for the Columbia Broadcasting
System, found in 1970 that the average person watched television for 3.3 hours per
day (23 hours per week) on an annual basis, listened to radio for 2.5 hours per
day (18 hours per week), and read newspapers and magazines for 1 hour per day
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(7 hours per week) (Blank, 1970). Recent years show similar magnitudes. If we look
at the audience product in terms of families rather than individuals, we find that in
1973 advertisers in the United States purchased television audiences for an average
of a little more than 43 hours per home per week.” By industry usage, this lumps
together specialized audience commodities sold independently as “housewives,”
“children,” and “families.” In the prime time evening hours (7:00 PM to 11:00
PM), the television audience commodity consisted of a daily average of 83.8 million
people, with an average of two persons viewing per home. Women were a signific-
antly higher proportion of this prime time audience than men (42 percent as against
32 percent; children were 16 percent; teenagers 10 percent).

Let us sum up these figures. Television, radio, and newspapers plus magazines
take up 48 hours per week, for the average American! And they have only seven
hours more free time than in 1850! Obviously some doubling up takes place. So let
us estimate that half of the radio listening takes place while traveling to or from
work; perhaps another quarter while doing the personal care chores at the beginning
and end of the day. As for television, perhaps a fourth of it (on average) is glimpsed
while preparing meals, eating, washing dishes, or doing other houschold tasks or
repair,/construction work. Estimate half of newspaper and magazine reading as tak-
ing place while traveling between home and job, while eating, etc. Our reduced
exclusive audience time with the four commercial media is now down to 22 hours
per week. Obviously more doubling takes place between audience time and other
activities, and the reader is invited to make more precise estimates based on (per-
haps) some empirical research. On television broadcasts of commercial sports events
in the United States one sees some spectators iz the stadia who are simultaneously
watching the live event and portable television sets (for the “instant replay” in stadia
not blessed with huge overhead television screens for that purpose), or listening to
the radio (for the sportscaster’s instant comments on the play just completed).

Perhaps the only conclusion to be drawn at this time on this point is that there is
no free time devoid of audience activity which is not preempted by other activities
which are market-related (including sleep which is necessary if you are to be fit to
meet your market tests on the morrow). In any society, sleep and other nonwork
activities are necessary to restore and maintain life and labor power. Work itself is
not intrinsically oppressive. It is the inclusion in so-called leisure time of commodity-
producing work under monopoly capitalism which creates the contradiction between
oppressive liberating activity in time for which people are not paid.

The bitter reality for most Canadians and Americans is that the commodity rat
race — as they call it — makes a mockery of free time and leisure, both during their
years at the job and after retirement.

What time is #ot work time in the mature capitalist core area? For the great
majority of the population — all except those who are so rich that they can afford to
have their shopping done by servants — 24 hours a day is work time. Modern
machinery requires maintenance when idle between shifts. The human body requires
rest, time for reflection, time for the cultivation of the arts (see chapter 9 [Smythe,
1981), time for the subtleties of raising children, time for community activities, etc.
But the pressures for audience-oriented work exerted by Consciousness Industry are
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relentless. George Allen, famous American football coach, tells his players, “Nobody
should work all the time. Leisure time is the five or six hours you sleep at night. You
can combine two good things at once, sleep and leisure” (quoted in Terkel, 1974,
p. 389).

How does the view that all the time of most of the people in the capitalist core
countries is work time relate to Karl Marx’s theory of labor power? As Bill Livant
puts it, the power of the concept of surplus value “. . . rests wholly on the way Marx
solved the great value problems of classical political economy, by splitting the notion
of labour in two, into labour in productive use and labour power (the capacity to
labor).”"

Labor in productive use in the production of commodities-in-general was Marx’s
concern in the three volumes of Capital (except for vol. 1, chap. 6) and scattered
passages in the Grundrisse. It is clear from those exceptions that Marx assumed that
labor power is produced by the laborer and by his or her immediate family, i.e.,
under the conditions of handicraft production prevailing when he wrote. In a word,
labor power was “home made” (in the absence of dominant brand name commod-
ities, mass advertising, and the mass media which monopoly capitalism had not yet
invented). In Marx’s period and in his analysis, the principal aspect of capitalist pro-
duction was the alienation of workers from the means of producing commodities-in-
general. Today and for some time past, the principal aspect of capitalist production
has been the alienation of workers from the means of producing and reproducing
themselves.

The prevailing Western Marxist view today still holds the incorrect assumption
that the laborer is an independent commodity producer of labor power which is his to
sell. But

What often escapes attention is that just because the labourer sells it (his or her labour
power) does not mean that he or she produces it. We are misled by fixating on the true
fact that a human must eat and sleep into thinking that therefore the seller of labour
power must also be the producer. Again the error of two combines into one (Livant,
1975Db).

Livant goes on to say that a Marxist view: . . .sees leisure time correctly as time of
production, reproduction and repair of labour power. This production, reproduc-
tion and repair are activities. They are things people must do. As such they require
labour power. To be sure, this latter labour power you do not have to sell directly to
capital. But you do have to use it to produce labour power in the form you do have
to sell.

(Chapters 3 and 4 [Smythe, 1981] discuss just how the contradictions within capita-
lism produced monopoly capitalism, Consciousness Industry, and the mass media.)

Under capitalism your labor power becomes a personal possession. It seems that
you can do what you want with it. If you work at a job where you are paid, you sell
it. Away from the job, it seems that your work is something you do not sell. But
there is common misunderstanding at this point. At the job you are not paid for
all the labor time you do sell (otherwise interest, profits, and management salaries
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could not be paid). And away from the job, your labor time s sold (through the
audience commodity), although you do not sell it. What is produced at the job
where you get paid are commodities used for consumption or for further produc-
tion. And what is produced by you away from the job is your labor power for
tomorrow and for the next generation: ability to work and to live (Livant, 1975a).

The point to be pursued here is that the ruling groups cultivated “high” or
bourgeois culture (in the fine arts) both for their own enjoyment and as an invalu-
able ideological feature of monopoly capitalism (itself dealt with in chapter 9 [Smythe,
1981]). Liberal notions about “leisure” to which a substantial amount of effort by
bourgeois sociologists has been devoted (see, for example, Kaplin, 1960, 1975) per-
petuate the mystification of leisure, treating it “apolitically.” In fact, the system used
labor unions, religious organizations, and community arts organizations (musical,
painting, sculpture, literary, poetic, etc.), to turn the “high culture” from Greece on
down into a means of attaching workers loyally to the system. A considerable
literature about “popular culture” and “mass culture” deals with this relationship,
which is also dealt with in chapter 9 [Smythe, 1981] (see, for example, Garnham,
1977). The unrelenting pressures of Consciousness Industry, however, reveal the
yawning gap between high culture notions of leisure, which are the stuft of establish-
ment propaganda regarding “national identity,” and the vulgar, atomized, and cap-
italized exploitation of leisure as a cover for an ever-expanding range of commodity
markets.

Audiences for the commercial mass media are a strange type of institution. They
are more a statistical abstraction than are, for example, the audience of the live or
motion picture theater because they have no possibility of simultaneously and totally
interacting internally to create an audience mood or affect. Yet we know that they
are far from merely being statistical abstractions. Orson Welles” “Invasion from
Mars” radio broadcast precipitated mass hysteria (Cantril et al., 1940). And the
record industry depends on radio stations to produce “hit parades” which mobilize
fans of popular music stars to buy records on a mass scale. We are far from having a
full understanding of the audience commodity, but there is no doubt that it is a
qualitatively new major social institution, a collectivity, and a commodity. As Bill
Livant (1979a, p. 103) says:

Virtually everyone is organized into the complex tapestry of these audiences, whose
underlying properties we are just beginning to understand. For one thing, the produc-
tion, destruction, division and recombination of audiences is a vast and turbulent
motion. For another, the Audience Commodity is a multipurpose capacity. It is the
other side of the labour power that Marx discovered in the production of commodities-
in-general, and it is as Protean in its capacities.

The first great form of the organization of this commodity [is] the Audience Com-
modity as a Market. This form emerged first historically and with the greatest clarity in
the United States. . . . This form is the first, but not the last.

We can already observe that the audience commodity has changed the social form
for political party electoral behavior in the capitalist world. Murdock (1978, p. 117)
refers to the changing form of social conflict in Europe:
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The expansion of consumerism was accompanied by a dampening down of industrial
conflict and class struggle. The contradiction between capital and labor receded from
the centre of attention and its place was taken by conflicts grounded in age, in gender,
in nationality, in race, and above all in the yawning gap between the developed and
underdeveloped worlds, between the colonizers and the colonized.

The rationalization by Consciousness Industry of the process of conducting elec-
tions through mass media “pseudo events” and advertising is, through the telltale
demographics, evidence of the audience commodity, having been produced for
the election market and paid for by the parties, at work in ways quite familiar in the
North American scene. Richeri (1978) has linked the rapid transformation of the
Italian political constituency system to the rapid introduction of the production of
audiences by commercial television and radio stations in recent years. An analogous
transformation of the electoral process took place in the United States and Canada
between the mid-1930s and 1960s as political campaigning/advertising via radio
broadcasting, public opinion polling, and interlocking ownership interests in radio
(and later television) stations between politicians and newspaper publishers were
substituted for nineteenth-century modes of mobilizing people for elections. Richard
Nixon’s flat statement in 1957 that political candidates must now be merchandised
like any other consumer product recognized the reality. Europe, lagged by a decade
or so, has now experienced the same transformation more quickly.

The work of the audience commodity poses severe problems for Marxist the-
ory derived from Europe and based upon the analysis of competitive capitalism,
nineteenth-century style. The base or infrastructure in that theory was defined as
the job front where pay was received for productive work. There were two main
reasons for this: (1) The factory system of nineteenth-century capitalism embodied
mass production of (almost all unbranded) commodities with all the improved
efficiency traceable to the Industrial Revolution. (2) The tradition in economic
theory begun by the Physiocrats and running through Marx that production was
closely allied to natural resources and especially agriculture. The superstructure in
that theory was where the ruling class in the state inculcated ideology by its press,
its educational and religious institutions, and its monopoly of force (police and
military).

The clear dichotomy between base and superstructure was no longer possible
under monopoly capitalism, with Consciousness Industry buying audiences compris-
ing virtually the whole population to aid it in managing demand for its commodity
output. For the audiences are engaged in production which is an essential to the
capitalist system as was the production at the job front in the early nineteenth
century. Perhaps the audience market even takes priority away from the job front
because the former “beckons” the latter into action very directly through the mode
of operation of giant integrated corporations. The superstructure (in nineteenth-
century terms) is thus decisively engaged in production. And increasingly, as welfare
programs of employers have engaged people at the job front in all manner of
popular cultural activities and vocational training, it seems as if the old “infrastructure”
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has taken on in part the ideological training functions previously associated with the
old “superstructure.” (See chapters 3 and 4 [Smythe, 1981].) It is not clear now
how Marxists will resolve the anomalies in their theory as it applies to core area
monopoly capitalism, especially because current Marxist theorists do not recognize
that the audience commodity even exists.

It appears, as will be argued further in chapters 11 and 12 [Smythe, 1981], that
in seeming to perfect its system for managing demand through producing and
consuming audiences in order to market its products, monopoly capital has pro-
duced its principal antagonist in the core area: people commodified in audience
markets who are consciously seeking noncommodified group relations. A symptom
may be apparent in a downward trend in television viewing in 1977 and 1979 in the
United States after 30 years of rising viewing."'

It has long been noticed that all traditional social institutions (family, church,
labor union, political party, etc.) have been stripped of much of their traditional
purpose by the impact of mass-produced communications. The mysticism attached
to technique (and “technology”) has incorrectly assumed that the medium basically
defines the audience. But as a historical analysis of the rise of the mass media will
show, the opposite has been true: the availability and actions of the audience is
the basic feature in the definition of the media, singly and collectively. By placing
the contradiction between advertisers/media on the one hand and audiences on the
other on the level of social relations we are on solid ground and can repudiate the
mysticism of the technological trap by which audiences are tied to hardware, soft-
ware, and technique (as in Innis, McLuhan, and others).

In order to dig deeper into the process of which audience work is a part, it is
necessary to consider how we got this way. In other words, we must review some
history of monopoly capitalism. This will be the burden of chapters 3 and 4 [Smythe,
1981].

Notes

1 This literature is reviewed in Simon (1970); Schmalensee (1972); also, Pollak (1978);
Pessemier (1978); and Marschak (1978).

2 Raymond Williams comes closer than many Marxists to a realistic treatment of commun-
ications and may be singled out for comment. In his Marxism and Literature (1978) he
sees the full range of “cultural industry,” including entertainment, as “necessary material
production.” He does not include advertising in cultural industry and is vague as to
what, if any, activities besides official “culture” are included in it. He criticizes the base—
superstructure dichotomy in twentieth-century Marxism and shows that it derived
from Plekhanov, not Marx. Williams® Television: Technology and Cultural Form (1975) is
disappointing. Broadcasting was called into existence by “a new way of life.” The innova-
tion of broadcasting is similarly mystified. It is traced to “no more than a set of particular
social decisions, in particular circumstances, which were then so widely if imperfectly
ratified that it is now difficult to see them as decisions rather than as (retrospectively)
inevitable results” (p. 23). By whom, why, in what circumstances, the decisions were
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made he doesn’t say. “Ideological control” was vaguely a purpose, again with no indication
of how or who was involved. He never defines “technology” and uses the term as politic-
ally neutral. He sees broadcasting in technical terms, worldwide in scope, and advertising
as “. .. a feature not of broadcasting itself but of its uses in a specific society [unnamed]”
(p- 68). He does a fair critical analysis of McLuhan, not noticing that he himself had
given us a line from McLuhan (“. .. the means of communication preceded their con-
tent,” p. 25). In reality, of course, it was the prospective audience which beckoned both
the means and the content into existence. In neither book does he recognize the media
as producing audiences for sale to advertisers or that advertisers use the audience power
to complete the marketing of their consumer goods production. In neither does he
recognize demand management by TNCs in monopoly capitalism — terms strangely
lacking from his books.

I first addressed this criticism to Marxist theories in “Communications: Blindspot of
Western Marxism” (1977). Also see Murdock, Graham, “Blindspots about Western
Marxism: A Reply to Dallas Smythe” (1978) and my “Rejoinder to Graham Murdock”
(Smythe, 1978), and Livant (1979a).

One of my critics argues that a better term for what advertisers buy would be attention.
At our present naive stage concerning the matter, it does seem as if attention is indeed
what is bought. But where people are paid for working on the job, should one say that
what the employer buys is “labor power” or “the manual dexterity and attention neces-
sary for tending machines?” Where I refer to audiences as being produced, purchased,
and used, let it be understood that I mean “audience power,” however it may turn out
upon further realistic analysis to be exercised.

These estimates are made by applying to Canadian time sales by television and radio the
same ratio which such time sales bear to total advertising expenditures on television and
radio in the United States. In the United States in 1976, 77 percent of advertising
expenditures on television went for network and station time ($5.198 billion), and 22
percent for production of program and advertising content; in radio 87 percent ($2.019
billion) went to network and station time and 13 percent to program and advertising
content. In Canada the official statistics are nonsensical. Statistics Canada reported total
advertising expenditures on television of $341.8 million; time sales of networks and
stations to advertisers were given as $322.6 million. For radio, $111.1 million advertis-
ing expenditures were reported; time sales of networks and stations to advertisers (which
represent only part of advertising expenditures) were given as $241.8 million. I have
assumed that Canadian practice followed the United States model.

I am indebted to William Leiss for this hypothetical and chastening idea. See his The
Limits to Satisfuction (1976, p. 81).

The following analysis of time use is based on de Grazia (1964).

Part-time workers (probably more female than male) amounted in 1960 to 19 percent
of the employed labor force in the United States and they worked an average of 19 hours
weekly. If we exclude such workers in order to get a figure comparable to the 70 hours
in 1850, we consider the weekly hours worked by the average American male who worked
at least 35 hours per week. We then find that they averaged 46.4 hours (as against
39.5 hours for all workers). For the sake of brevity, I omit the counterpart calculation of
“free time” for women jobholders. No sexist implications are intended.

Broadcasting Yearbook, 1974, p. 69.

Livant (1975¢); Bill Livant, University of Regina, has helped to develop the analysis of
the audience commodity and I acknowledge this emphatically.

Time, 12 March 1979, p. 57.
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A Propaganda Model

Edward Herman and Noam Chomsky

The mass media serve as a system for communicating messages and symbols to the
general populace. It is their function to amuse, entertain, and inform, and to incul-
cate individuals with the values, beliefs, and codes of behavior that will integrate
them into the institutional structures of the larger society. In a world of concen-
trated wealth and major conflicts of class interest, to fulfil this role requires systematic
propaganda.’

In countries where the levers of power are in the hands of a state bureaucracy,
the monopolistic control over the media, often supplemented by official censorship,
makes it clear that the media serve the ends of a dominant elite. It is much more
difficult to see a propaganda system at work where the media are private and
formal censorship is absent. This is especially true where the media actively com-
pete, periodically attack and expose corporate and governmental malfeasance, and
aggressively portray themselves as spokesmen for free speech and the general com-
munity interest. What is not evident (and remains undiscussed in the media) is the
limited nature of such critiques, as well as the huge inequality in command of
resources, and its effect both on access to a private media system and on its behavior
and performance.

A propaganda model focuses on this inequality of wealth and power and its multi-
level effects on mass-media interests and choices. It traces the routes by which
money and power are able to filter out the news fit to print, marginalize dissent, and
allow the government and dominant private interests to get their messages across to
the public. The essential ingredients of our propaganda model, or set of news
“filters,” fall under the following headings: (1) the size, concentrated ownership,
owner wealth, and profit orientation of the dominant mass-media firms; (2) advertis-
ing as the primary income source of the mass media; (3) the reliance of the media on
information provided by government, business, and “experts” funded and approved

From Edward Herman and Noam Chomsky, “A propaganda model.” In Manufacturing Consent:
The Political Economy of the Mass Medin, pp. 1-35. New York: Pantheon, 1988.



258 Edward Herman and Noam Chomsky

by these primary sources and agents of power; (4) “flak” as a means of disciplining
the media; and (5) “anticommunism” as a national religion and control mechanism.
These elements interact with and reinforce one another. The raw material of news
must pass through successive filters, leaving only the cleansed residue fit to print.
They fix the premises of discourse and interpretation, and the definition of what is
newsworthy in the first place, and they explain the basis and operations of what
amount to propaganda campaigns.

The elite domination of the media and marginalization of dissidents that results
from the operation of these filters occurs so naturally that media news people,
frequently operating with complete integrity and goodwill, are able to convince
themselves that they choose and interpret the news “objectively” and on the basis of
professional news values. Within the limits of the filter constraints they often are
objective; the constraints are so powerful, and are built into the system in such a
fundamental way, that alternative bases of news choices are hardly imaginable. In
assessing the newsworthiness of the U.S. government’s urgent claims of a shipment
of MIGs to Nicaragua on November 5, 1984, the media do not stop to ponder the
bias that is inherent in the priority assigned to government-supplied raw material, or
the possibility that the government might be manipulating the news,* imposing its
own agenda, and deliberately diverting attention from other material.® It requires
a macro, alongside a micro- (story-by-story), view of media operations, to see the
pattern of manipulation and systematic bias.

Let us turn now to a more detailed examination of the main constituents of the
propaganda model, which will be applied and tested in the chapters that follow.

Size, Ownership, and Profit Orientation of the Mass Media:
The First Filter

In their analysis of the evolution of the media in Great Britain, James Curran and
Jean Seaton describe how, in the first half of the nineteenth century, a radical press
emerged that reached a national working-class audience. This alternative press was
effective in reinforcing class consciousness: it unified the workers because it fostered
an alternative value system and framework for looking at the world, and because it
“promoted a greater collective confidence by repeatedly emphasizing the potential
power of working people to effect social change through the force of “combination”
and organized action.”® This was deemed a major threat by the ruling elites. One
MP asserted that the working-class newspapers “inflame passions and awaken their
selfishness, contrasting their current condition with what they contend to be their
future condition — a condition incompatible with human nature, and those immut-
able laws which Providence has established for the regulation of civil society.”® The
result was an attempt to squelch the working-class media by libel laws and prosecu-
tions, by requiring an expensive security bond as a condition for publication, and by
imposing various taxes designed to drive out radical media by raising their costs.
These coercive efforts were not effective, and by mid-century they had been abandoned
in favor of the liberal view that the market would enforce responsibility.
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Curran and Seaton show that the market 4id successtully accomplish what state
intervention failed to do. Following the repeal of the punitive taxes on newspapers
between 1853 and 1869, a new daily local press came into existence, but not one
new local working-class daily was established through the rest of the nineteenth
century. Curran and Seaton note that

Indeed, the eclipse of the national radical press was so total that when the Labour Party
developed out of the working-class movement in the first decade of the twentieth
century, it did not obtain the exclusive backing of a single national daily or Sunday

paper.®

One important reason for this was the rise in scale of newspaper enterprise and the
associated increase in capital costs from the mid-nineteenth century onward, which
was based on technological improvements along with the owners’ increased stress on
reaching large audiences. The expansion of the free market was accompanied by an
“industrialization of the press.” The total cost of establishing a national weekly on a
profitable basis in 1837 was under a thousand pounds, with a break-even circulation
of 6,200 copies. By 1867, the estimated start-up cost of a new London daily was
50,000 pounds. The Sunday Express, launched in 1918, spent over two million
pounds before it broke even with a circulation of over 250,000.

Similar processes were at work in the United States, where the start-up cost of a
new paper in New York City in 1851 was $69,000; the public sale of the St. Louis
Democratin 1872 yielded $456,000; and city newspapers were selling at from $6 to
$18 million in the 1920s.® The cost of machinery alone, of even very small news-
papers, has for many decades run into the hundreds of thousands of dollars; in 1945
it could be said that “Even small-newspaper publishing is big business . . . [and] is
no longer a trade one takes up lightly even if he has substantial cash — or takes up at
all if he doesn’t.”®

Thus the first filter — the limitation on ownership of media with any substantial
outreach by the requisite large size of investment — was applicable a century or more
ago, and it has become increasingly effective over time.'” In 1986 there were some
1,500 daily newspapers, 11,000 magazines, 9,000 radio and 1,500 TV stations,
2,400 book publishers, and seven movie studios in the United States — over 25,000
media entities in all. But a large proportion of those among this set who were news
dispensers were very small and local, dependent on the large national companies and
wire services for all but local news. Many more were subject to common ownership,
sometimes extending through virtually the entire set of media variants."

Ben Bagdikian stresses the fact that despite the large media numbers, the twenty-
nine largest media systems account for over half of the output of newspapers, and
most of the sales and audiences in magazines, broadcasting, books, and movies. He
contends that these “constitute a new Private Ministry of Information and Culture”
that can set the national agenda.'?

Actually, while suggesting a media autonomy from corporate and government
power that we believe to be incompatible with structural facts (as we describe below),
Bagdikian also may be understating the degree of effective concentration in news
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manufacture. It has long been noted that the media are tiered, with the top tier — as
measured by prestige, resources, and outreach — comprising somewhere between ten
and twenty-four systems.'? It is this top tier, along with the government and wire
services, that defines the news agenda and supplies much of the national and inter-
national news to the lower tiers of the media, and thus for the general public.'*
Centralization within the top tier was substantially increased by the post-World War
II rise of television and the national networking of this important medium. Pre-
television news markets were local, even if heavily dependent on the higher tiers and
a narrow set of sources for national and international news; the networks provide
national and international news from three national sources, and television is now
the principal source of news for the public.'® The maturing of cable, however, has
resulted in a fragmentation of television audiences and a slow erosion of the market
share and power of the networks.

Table 17.1 provides some basic financial data for the twenty-four media giants (or
their controlling parent companies) that make up the top tier of media companies in
the United States.'® This compilation includes: (1) the three television networks:
ABC (through its parent, Capital Cities), CBS, and NBC (through its ultimate
parent, General Electric [GE]); (2) the leading newspaper empires: New York Times,
Washington Post, Los Angeles Times (Times-Mirror), Wall Street Journal (Dow Jones),
Knight-Ridder, Gannett, Hearst, Scripps-Howard, Newhouse (Advance Publica-
tions), and the Tribune Company; (3) the major news and general-interest magazines:
Time, Newsweek (subsumed under Washington Post), Reader’s Digest, TV Guide
(Triangle), and U.S. News & World Report; (4) a major book publisher (McGraw-
Hill); and (5) other cable-TV systems of large and growing importance: those of
Murdoch, Turner, Cox, General Corp., Taft, Storer,’” and Group W (Westinghouse).
Many of these systems are prominent in more than one field and are only arbitrarily
placed in a particular category (Time, Inc., is very important in cable as well as
magazines; McGraw-Hill is a major publisher of magazines; the Tribune Company
has become a large force in television as well as newspapers; Hearst is important in
magazines as well as newspapers; and Murdoch has significant newspaper interests as
well as television and movie holdings).

These twenty-four companies are large, profit-seeking corporations, owned and
controlled by quite wealthy people. It can be seen in Table 17.1 that all but one of
the top companies for whom data are available have assets in excess of $1 billion,
and the median size (middle item by size) is $2.6 billion. It can also be seen in the
table that approximately three-quarters of these media giants had after-tax profits in
excess of $100 million, with the median at $183 million.

Many of the large media companies are fully integrated into the market, and for
the others, too, the pressures of stockholders, directors, and bankers to focus on the
bottom line are powerful. These pressures have intensified in recent years as media
stocks have become market favorites, and actual or prospective owners of newspapers
and television properties have found it possible to capitalize increased audience size
and advertising revenues into multiplied values of the media franchises — and great
wealth."® This has encouraged the entry of speculators and increased the pressure
and temptation to focus more intensively on profitability. Family owners have been



Table 17.1 Financial data for 24 large media corporations (or their parent firms),
December 1986

Company Total Profits Profits Total
assets before taxes  after taxes  revenue
($ millions)  ($ millions)  ($ millions)  ($ millions)

Advance Publications (Newhouse)* 2,500 NA NA 2,200
Capital Cities/ABC 5,191 688 448 4,124
CBS 3,370 470 370 4,754
Cox Communications® 1,111 170 87 743
Dow Jones & Co. 1,236 331 183 1,135
Gannett 3,365 540 276 2,801
General Electric (NBC) 34,591 3,689 2,492 36,725
Hearst 4,040 NA 215 2,100
(1983) (1983)
Knight-Ridder 1,947 267 140 1911
McGraw-Hill 1,463 296 154 1,577
News Corp. (Murdoch)* 8,460 377 170 3,822
New York Times 1,405 256 132 1,565
Reader’s Digest* NA 75-110 NA 1,400
(1985) (1985)
Scripps-Howard' NA NA NA 1,062
Storer® 1,242 68 (-17) 537
Taft 1,257 (-11) (-53) 500
Time, Inc. 4,230 626 376 3,762
Times-Mirror 2,929 680 408 2,948
Triangle" NA NA NA 730
Tribune Co. 2,589 523 293 2,030
Turner Broadcasting 1,904 (-185) (-187) 570
U.S. News & World Report! 200+ NA NA 140
Washington Post 1,145 205 100 1,215
Westinghouse 8,482 801 670 10,731

NA = not available

* The asset total is taken from Forbes magazine’s wealth total for the Newhouse family for 1985;
the total revenue is for media sales only, as reported in Advertising Age, June 29, 1987.

® Cox Communications was publicly owned until 1985, when it was merged into another Cox
family company, Cox Enterprises. The data presented here are for year-end 1984, the last year of
public ownership and disclosure of substantial financial information.

¢ Data compiled in William Barrett, “Citizens Rich,” Forbes, Dec. 14, 1987.

4 These data are in Australian dollars and are for June 30, 1986; at that date the Australian
dollar was worth 68 /100 of a U.S. dollar.

¢ Data for 1985, as presented in the New York Times, Feb. 9, 1986.

f Total revenue for media sales only, as reported in Advertising Age, June 29, 1987.

¢ Storer came under the control of the Wall Street firm Kohlberg Kravis Roberts & Co. in
1985; the data here are for December 1984, the last period of Storer autonomy and publicly
available information.

" Total revenue for media sales only; from Advertising Age, June 29, 1987.

" Total assets as of 19845, based on “Mort Zuckerman, Media’s New Mogul,” Fortune, Oct.
14, 1985; total revenue from Advertising Age, June 29, 1987.
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increasingly divided between those wanting to take advantage of the new opportun-
ities and those desiring a continuation of family control, and their splits have often
precipitated crises leading finally to the sale of the family interest."

This trend toward greater integration of the media into the market system has
been accelerated by the loosening of rules limiting media concentration, cross-
ownership, and control by non-media companies.?’ There has also been an abandon-
ment of restrictions — previously quite feeble anyway — on radio-TV commercials,
entertainment-mayhem programming, and “fairness doctrine” threats, opening the
door to the unrestrained commercial use of the airwaves.*!

The greater profitability of the media in a deregulated environment has also led to
an increase in takeovers and takeover threats, with even giants like CBS and Time,
Inc., directly attacked or threatened. This has forced the managements of the media
giants to incur greater debt and to focus ever more aggressively and unequivocally
on profitability, in order to placate owners and reduce the attractiveness of their
properties to outsiders.”” They have lost some of their limited autonomy to bankers,
institutional investors, and large individual investors whom they have had to solicit
as potential “white knights.”??

While the stock of the great majority of large media firms is traded on the securit-
ies markets, approximately two-thirds of these companies are either closely held or
still controlled by members of the originating family who retain large blocks of
stock. This situation is changing as family ownership becomes diffused among larger
numbers of heirs and the market opportunities for selling media properties continue
to improve, but the persistence of family control is evident in the data shown in
Table 17.2. Also evident in the table is the enormous wealth possessed by the
controlling families of the top media firms. For seven of the twenty-four, the market
value of the media properties owned by the controlling families in the mid-1980s
exceeded a billion dollars, and the median value was close to half a billion dollars.?*
These control groups obviously have a special stake in the status quo by virtue of
their wealth and their strategic position in one of the great institutions of society.
And they exercise the power of this strategic position, if only by establishing the
general aims of the company and choosing its top management.*®

The control groups of the media giants axe also brought into close relationships
with the mainstream of the corporate community through boards of directors and
social links. In the cases of NBC and the Group W television and cable systems, their
respective parents, GE and Westinghouse, are themselves mainstream corporate
giants, with boards of directors that are dominated by corporate and banking execut-
ives. Many of the other large media firms have boards made up predominantly of
insiders, a general characteristic of relatively small and owner-dominated companies.
The larger the firm and the more widely distributed the stock, the larger the number
and proportion of outside directors. The composition of the outside directors of the
media giants is very similar to that of large non-media corporations. Table 17.3
shows that active corporate executives and bankers together account for a little over
half the total of the outside directors of ten media giants; and the lawyers and
corporate-banker retirees (who account for nine of the thirteen under “Retired”)
push the corporate total to about two-thirds of the outside-director aggregate.



Table 17.2 Wealth of the control groups of 24 large media corporations (or their parent
companies), February 1986

Company

Controlling family
or group

Percentage of
voting stock by
control group (%)

Value of
controlling
stock interest
($ millions)

Advance Publications
Capital Cities

CBS

Cox Communications
Dow Jones & Co.
Gannett

General Electric
Hearst
Knight-Ridder
McGraw-Hill
News Corp.

New York Times
Reader’s Digest

Scripps-Howard
Storer

Taft

Time, Inc.

Times-Mirror

Triangle

Tribune Co.

Turner Broadcasting

U.S. News & World
Report

Washington Post

Westinghouse

Newhouse family
Officers and directors (ODs)

ODs

Cox family

Bancroft-Cox families

ODs

ODs

Hearst family

Knight and Ridder families

McGraw family

Murdoch family

Sulzberger family

Wallace estate managed by
trustees; no personal
beneficiaries

Scripps heirs

ODs

ODs

ODs

Chandlers
Annenbergs
McCormick heirs
Turner
Zuckerman

Graham family
ODs

Closely held

20.7 (Warren
Buffett, 17.8)

20.6*

36

54
1.9

Under 1

33

18

c.20

49

80

NA

NA
8.4
4.8
10.7 (Luce 4.6,
Temple 3.2)
35
Closely held
16.6
80
Closely held

50+
Under 1

2,200
711°

5517
1,900
1,500"

95°
171°
1,500

4477

450"

300"

450"

NA

1,400%
143"
37°
406"

1,200"
1,600"
273"
222°
176°

350F
427

* These holdings include William Paley’s 8.1 percent and a 12.2 percent holding of Laurence
Tisch through an investment by Loews. Later in the year, Loews increased its investment to
24.9 percent, and Laurence Tisch soon thereafter became acting chief executive officer.

" This is the price paid by Zuckerman when he bought U.S. News in 1984. See Gwen Kinkead,
“Mort Zuckerman, Media’s New Mogul,” Fortune, Oct. 14, 1985, p. 196.
Sources: P means taken from proxy statements and computed from stock values as of February
1986; F. means taken from Forbes magazine’s annual estimate of wealth holdings of the very

rich.
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Table 17.3 Affiliations of the outside directors of ten large media companies (or their
parents) in 1986°

Primary affiliation Number Percent
Corporate executive 39 41.1
Lawyer 8 8.4
Retired (former corporate executive or banker) 13 (9) 13.7 (9.5)
Banker 8 8.4
Consultant 4 4.2
Nonprofit organization 15 15.8
Other 8 8.4
Total 95 100.0

Other relationships

Other directorships (bank directorships) 255 (30)
Former government officials 15
Member of Council on Foreign Relations 20

* Dow Jones & Co.; Washington Post; New York Times; Time, Inc.; CBS; Times-Mirror;
Capital Cities; General Electric; Gannett; and Knight-Ridder.

These 95 outside directors had directorships in an additional 36 banks and 255
other companies (aside from the media company and their own firm of primary
affiliation).¢

In addition to these board linkages, the large media companies all do business
with commercial and investment bankers, obtaining lines of credit and loans, and
receiving advice and service in selling stock and bond issues and in dealing with
acquisition opportunities and takeover threats. Banks and other institutional inves-
tors are also large owners of media stock. In the early 1980s, such institutions held
44 percent of the stock of publicly owned newspapers and 35 percent of the stock
of publicly owned broadcasting companies.”” These investors are also frequently
among the largest stockholders of individual companies. For example, in 1980-1,
the Capital Group, an investment company system, held 7.1 percent of the stock of
ABC, 6.6 percent of Knight-Ridder, 6 percent of Time, Inc., and 2.8 percent of
Westinghouse.” These holdings, individually and collectively, do not convey con-
trol, but these large investors can make themselves heard, and their actions can affect
the welfare of the companies and their managers.” If the managers fail to pursue
actions that favor shareholder returns, institutional investors will be inclined to sell
the stock (depressing its price), or to listen sympathetically to outsiders contemplat-
ing takeovers. These investors are a force helping press media companies toward
strictly market (profitability) objectives.

So is the diversification and geographic spread of the great media companies.
Many of them have diversified out of particular media fields into others that seemed
like growth areas. Many older newspaper-based media companies, fearful of the
power of television and its effects on advertising revenue, moved as rapidly as they
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could into broadcasting and cable TV. Time, Inc., also, made a major diversification
move into cable TV, which now accounts for more than half'its profits. Only a small
minority of the twenty-four largest media giants remain in a single media sector.*

The large media companies have also diversified beyond the media field, and non-
media companies have established a strong presence in the mass media. The most
important cases of the latter are GE, owning RCA, which owns the NBC network,
and Westinghouse, which owns major television-broadcasting stations, a cable net-
work, and a radio-station network. GE and Westinghouse are both huge, diversified
multinational companies heavily involved in the controversial areas of weapons pro-
duction and nuclear power. It may be recalled that from 1965 to 1967, an attempt
by International Telephone and Telegraph (ITT) to acquire ABC was frustrated
following a huge outcry that focused on the dangers of allowing a great multi-
national corporation with extensive foreign investments and business activities to con-
trol a major media outlet.*’ The fear was that ITT control “could compromise the
independence of ABC’s news coverage of political events in countries where I'TT has
interests.”* The soundness of the decision disallowing the acquisition seemed to
have been vindicated by the later revelations of ITT’s political bribery and involve-
ment in attempts to overthrow the government of Chile. RCA and Westinghouse,
however, had been permitted to control media companies long before the ITT case,
although some of the objections applicable to ITT would seem to apply to them as
well. GE is a more powerful company than ITT, with an extensive international
reach, deeply involved in the nuclear power business, and far more important than
ITT in the arms industry. It is a highly centralized and quite secretive organiza-
tion, but one with a vast stake in “political” decisions.** GE has contributed to the
funding of the American Enterprise Institute, a right-wing think tank that supports
intellectuals who will get the business message across. With the acquisition of ABC,
GE should be in a far better position to assure that sound views are given proper
attention.* The lack of outcry over its takeover of RCA and NBC resulted in part
from the fact that RCA control over NBC had already breached the gate of separate-
ness, but it also reflected the more pro-business and /aissez-faire environment of the
Reagan era.

The non-media interests of most of the media giants are not large and, excluding
the GE and Westinghouse systems, they account for only a small fraction of their
total revenue. Their multinational outreach, however, is more significant. The televi-
sion networks, television syndicators, major news magazines, and motion-picture
studios all do extensive business abroad, and they derive a substantial fraction of
their revenues from foreign sales and the operation of foreign affiliates. Reader’s
Digest is printed in seventeen languages and is available in over 160 countries. The
Murdoch empire was originally based in Australia, and the controlling parent com-
pany is still an Australian corporation; its expansion in the United States is funded
by profits from Australian and British affiliates.*®

Another structural relationship of importance is the media companies’ dependence
on and ties with government. The radio-TV companies and networks all require
government licenses and franchises and are thus potentially subject to government
control or harassment. This technical legal dependency has been used as a club to
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discipline the media, and media policies that stray too often from an establishment
orientation could activate this threat.*® The media protect themselves from this
contingency by lobbying and other political expenditures, the cultivation of political
relationships, and care in policy. The political ties of the media have been impressive.
Table 17.3 shows that fifteen of ninety-five outside directors of ten of the media
giants are former government officials, and Peter Dreier gives a similar proportion in
his study of large newspapers.®”” In television, the revolving-door flow of personnel
between regulators and the regulated firms was massive during the years when the
oligopolistic structure of the media and networks was being established.®®

The great media also depend on the government for more general policy sup-
port. All business firms are interested in business taxes, interest rates, labor policies,
and enforcement and nonenforcement of the antitrust laws. GE and Westinghouse
depend on the government to subsidize their nuclear power and military research
and development, and to create a favorable climate for their overseas sales. The
Reader’s Digest, Time, Newsweek, and movie- and television-syndication sellers also
depend on diplomatic support for their rights to penetrate foreign cultures with
U.S. commercial and value messages and interpretations of current affairs. The
media giants, advertising agencies, and great multinational corporations have a joint
and close interest in a favorable climate of investment in the Third World, and
their interconnections and relationships with the government in these policies are
symbiotic.*

In sum, the dominant media firms are quite large businesses; they are controlled by
very wealthy people or by managers who are subject to sharp constraints by owners
and other market-profit-oriented forces;** and they are closely interlocked, and have
important common interests, with other major corporations, banks, and govern-
ment. This is the first powerful filter that will affect news choices.

The Advertising License to do Business: The Second Filter

In arguing for the benefits of the free market as a means of controlling dissident opin-
ion in the mid-nineteenth century, the Liberal chancellor of the British exchequer,
Sir George Lewis, noted that the market would promote those papers “enjoying the
preference of the advertising public.”*' Advertising did, in fact, serve as a powerful
mechanism weakening the working-class press. Curran and Seaton give the growth
of advertising a status comparable with the increase in capital costs as a factor
allowing the market to accomplish what state taxes and harassment failed to do,
noting that these “advertisers thus acquired a de facto licensing authority since,
without their support, newspapers ceased to be economically viable.”*?

Before advertising became prominent, the price of a newspaper had to cover the
costs of doing business. With the growth of advertising, papers that attracted ads
could afford a copy price well below production costs. This put papers lacking in
advertising at a serious disadvantage: their prices would tend to be higher, curtailing
sales, and they would have less surplus to invest in improving the salability of the
paper (features, attractive format, promotion, etc.). For this reason, an advertising-
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based system will tend to drive out of existence or into marginality the media com-
panies and types that depend on revenue from sales alone. With advertising, the free
market does not yield a neutral system in which final buyer choice decides. The
advertisers’ choices influence media prosperity and survival.** The ad-based media
receive an advertising subsidy that gives them a price-marketing-quality edge, which
allows them to encroach on and further weaken their ad-free (or ad-disadvantaged)
rivals.** Even if ad-based media cater to an affluent (“upscale”) audience, they easily
pick up a large part of the “down-scale” audience, and their rivals lose market share
and are eventually driven out or marginalized.

In fact, advertising has played a potent role in increasing concentration even
among rivals that focus with equal energy on seeking advertising revenue. A market
share and advertising edge on the part of one paper or television station will give
it additional revenue to compete more effectively — promote more aggressively,
buy more salable features and programs — and the disadvantaged rival must add
expenses it cannot afford to try to stem the cumulative process of dwindling market
(and revenue) share. The crunch is often fatal, and it helps explain the death of
many large-circulation papers and magazines and the attrition in the number of
newspapers.*®

From the time of the introduction of press advertising, therefore, working-class
and radical papers have been at a serious disadvantage. Their readers have tended
to be of modest means, a factor that has always affected advertiser interest. One
advertising exccutive stated in 1856 that some journals are poor vehicles because
“their readers are not purchasers, and any money thrown upon them is so much
thrown away.”*® The same force took a heavy toll of the post-World War 11 social-
democratic press in Great Britain, with the Dazly Herald, News Chronicle, and
Sundny Citizen failing or absorbed into establishment systems between 1960 and
1967, despite a collective average daily readership of 9.3 million. As James Curran
points out, with 4.7 million readers in its last year, “the Daily Herald actually had
almost double the readership of The Times, the Financial Times and the Guardian
combined.” What is more, surveys showed that its readers “thought more highly of
their paper than the regular readers of any other popular newspaper,” and “they also
read more in their paper than the readers of other popular papers despite being
overwhelmingly working class. . . .”* The death of the Herald, as well as of the News
Chronicle and Sunday Citizen, was in large measure a result of progressive strangula-
tion by lack of advertising support. The Herald, with 8.1 percent of national daily
circulation, got 3.5 percent of net advertising revenue; the Sunday Citizen got one-
tenth of the net advertising revenue of the Sunday Times and one-seventh that of the
Observer (on a per-thousand-copies basis). Curran argues persuasively that the loss of
these three papers was an important contribution to the declining fortunes of the
Labour party, in the case of the Herald specifically removing a mass-circulation
institution that provided “an alternative framework of analysis and understanding
that contested the dominant systems of representation in both broadcasting and the
mainstream press.”*® A mass movement without any major media support, and sub-
ject to a great deal of active press hostility, suffers a serious disability, and struggles
against grave odds.
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The successtul media today are fully attuned to the crucial importance of audience
“quality”: CBS proudly tells its shareholders that while it “continuously seeks to
maximize audience delivery,” it has developed a new “sales tool” with which it
approaches advertisers: “Client Audience Profile, or CAP, will help advertisers optimize
the effectiveness of their network television schedules by evaluating audience seg-
ments in proportion to usage levels of advertisers’ products and services.”* In short,
the mass media are interested in attracting audiences with buying power, not audi-
ences per se; it is affluent audiences that spark advertiser interest today, as in the
nineteenth century. The idea that the drive for large audiences makes the mass
media “democratic” thus suffers from the initial weakness that its political analogue
is a voting system weighted by income!

The power of advertisers over television programming stems from the simple fact
that they buy and pay for the programs — they are the “patrons” who provide the
media subsidy. As such, the media compete for their patronage, developing spe-
cialized staff to solicit advertisers and necessarily having to explain how their pro-
grams serve advertisers’ needs. The choices of these patrons greatly affect the welfare
of the media, and the patrons become what William Evan calls “normative reference
organizations,” whose requirements and demands the media must accommodate if
they are to succeed.”

For a television network, an audience gain or loss of one percentage point in the
Nielsen ratings translates into a change in advertising revenue of from $80 to $100
million a year, with some variation depending on measures of audience “quality.”
The stakes in audience size and affluence are thus extremely large, and in a market
system there is a strong tendency for such considerations to affect policy profoundly.

This is partly a matter of institutional pressures to focus on the bottom line, partly
a matter of the continuous interaction of the media organization with patrons
who supply the revenue dollars. As Grant Tinker, then head of NBC-TV, observed,
television “is an advertising-supported medium, and to the extent that support falls
out, programming will change.”*?

Working-class and radical media also suffer from the political discrimination of
advertisers. Political discrimination is structured into advertising allocations by the
stress on people with money to buy. But many firms will always refuse to patronize
ideological enemies and those whom they perceive as damaging their interests, and
cases of overt discrimination add to the force of the voting system weighted by
income. Public-television station WNET lost its corporate funding from Gulf +
Western in 1985 after the station showed the documentary “Hungry for Profit,”
which contains material critical of multinational corporate activities in the Third
World. Even before the program was shown, in anticipation of negative corporate
reaction, station officials “did all we could to get the program sanitized” (according
to one station source).*® The chief executive of Gulf + Western complained to the
station that the program was “virulently anti-business if not anti-American,” and
that the station’s carrying the program was not the behavior “of a friend” of the
corporation. The London Economist says that “Most people believe that WNET
would not make the same mistake again.”®*
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In addition to discrimination against unfriendly media institutions, advertisers
also choose selectively among programs on the basis of their own principles. With
rare exceptions these are culturally and politically conservative.”® Large corporate
advertisers on television will rarely sponsor programs that engage in serious criti-
cisms of corporate activities, such as the problem of environmental degradation,
the workings of the military-industrial complex, or corporate support of and bene-
fits from Third World tyrannies. Erik Barnouw recounts the history of a proposed
documentary series on environmental problems by NBC at a time of great interest in
these issues. Barnouw notes that although at that time a great many large companies
were spending money on commercials and other publicity regarding environmental
problems, the documentary series failed for want of sponsors. The problem was
one of excessive objectivity in the series, which included suggestions of corporate or
systemic failure, whereas the corporate message “was one of reassurance.”*®

Television networks learn over time that such programs will not sell and would
have to be carried at a financial sacrifice, and that, in addition, they may offend
powerful advertisers.”” With the rise in the price of advertising spots, the forgone
revenue increases; and with increasing market pressure for financial performance and
the diminishing constraints from regulation, an advertising-based media system will
gradually increase advertising time and marginalize or eliminate altogether program-
ming that has significant public-affairs content.*®

Advertisers will want, more generally, to avoid programs with serious complex-
ities and disturbing controversies that interfere with the “buying mood.” They seek
programs that will lightly entertain and thus fit in with the spirit of the primary
purpose of program purchases — the dissemination of a selling message. Thus over
time, instead of programs like “The Selling of the Pentagon,” it is a natural evolu-
tion of a market secking sponsor dollars to offer programs such as “A Bird’s-Eye
View of Scotland,” “Barry Goldwater’s Arizona,” “An Essay on Hotels,” and
“Mr. Rooney Goes to Dinner” —a CBS program on “how Americans eat when they
dine out, where they go and why.”® There are exceptional cases of companies
willing to sponsor serious programs, sometimes a result of recent embarrassments
that call for a public-relations offset.”” But even in these cases the companies will
usually not want to sponsor close examination of sensitive and divisive issues — they
prefer programs on Greek antiquities, the ballet, and items of cultural and national
history and nostalgia. Barnouw points out an interesting contrast: commercial-
television drama “deals almost wholly with the here and now, as processed via advertis-
ing budgets,” but on public television, culture “has come to mean ‘other cultures.’
... American civilization, here and now, is excluded from consideration.”®!

Television stations and networks are also concerned to maintain audience “flow”
levels, i.c., to keep people watching from program to program, in order to sustain
advertising ratings and revenue. Airing program interludes of documentary-cultural
matter that cause station switching is costly, and over time a “free” (i.e., ad-based)
commercial system will tend to excise it. Such documentary-cultural-critical mater-
ials will be driven out of secondary media vehicles as well, as these companies strive
to qualify for advertiser interest, although there will always be some cultural-political
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programming trying to come into being or surviving on the periphery of the main-
stream media.

Sourcing Mass-Media News: The Third Filter

The mass media are drawn into a symbiotic relationship with powerful sources of
information by economic necessity and reciprocity of interest. The media need a
steady, reliable flow of the raw material of news. They have daily news demands and
imperative news schedules that they must meet. They cannot afford to have reporters
and cameras at all places where important stories may break. Economics dictates that
they concentrate their resources where significant news often occurs, where import-
ant rumors and leaks abound, and where regular press conferences are held. The
White House, the Pentagon, and the State Department, in Washington, D.C., are
central nodes of such news activity. On a local basis, city hall and the police depart-
ment are the subject of regular news “beats” for reporters. Business corporations and
trade groups are also regular and credible purveyors of stories deemed newsworthy.
These bureaucracies turn out a large volume of material that meets the demands of
news organizations for reliable, scheduled flows. Mark Fishman calls this “the prin-
ciple of bureaucratic affinity: only other bureaucracies can satisfy the input needs of
a news bureaucracy.”®

Government and corporate sources also have the great merit of being recogniz-
able and credible by their status and prestige. This is important to the mass media.
As Fishman notes,

Newsworkers are predisposed to treat bureaucratic accounts as factual because news
personnel participate in upholding a normative order of authorized knowers in the
society. Reporters operate with the attitude that officials ought to know what it is their
job to know. . .. In particular, a newsworker will recognize an official’s claim to know-
ledge not merely as a claim, but as a credible, competent piece of knowledge. This
amounts to a moral division of labor: officials have and give the facts; reporters merely
get them.®

Another reason for the heavy weight given to official sources is that the mass
media claim to be “objective” dispensers of the news. Partly to maintain the image
of objectivity, but also to protect themselves from criticisms of bias and the threat
of libel suits, they need material that can be portrayed as presumptively accurate.**
This is also partly a matter of cost: taking information from sources that may be
presumed credible reduces investigative expense, whereas material from sources that
are not prima facie credible, or that will elicit criticism and threats, requires careful
checking and costly research.

The magnitude of the public-information operations of large government and
corporate bureaucracies that constitute the primary news sources is vast and ensures
special access to the media. The Pentagon, for example, has a public-information
service that involves many thousands of employees, spending hundreds of millions of
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dollars every year and dwarfing not only the public-information resources of any
dissenting individual or group but the aggregate of such groups. In 1979 and 1980,
during a brief interlude of relative openness (since closed down), the U.S. Air Force
revealed that its public-information outreach included the following:

140 newspapers, 690,000 copies per week
Airman magazine, monthly circulation 125,000
34 radio and 17 TV stations, primarily overseas
45,000 headquarters and unit news releases
615,000 hometown news releases

6,600 interviews with news media

3,200 news conferences

500 news media orientation flights

50 meetings with editorial boards

11,000 speeches®®

This excludes vast areas of the air force’s public-information effort. Writing back
in 1970, Senator J. W. Fulbright had found that the air force public-relations effort
in 1968 involved 1,305 full-time employees, exclusive of additional thousands that
“have public functions collateral to other duties.”®® The air force at that time offered
a weekly film-clip service for TV and a taped features program for use three times a
week, sent to 1,139 radio stations; it also produced 148 motion pictures, of which
24 were released for public consumption.”” There is no reason to believe that the air
force public-relations effort has diminished since the 1960s.%®

Note that this is just the air force. There are three other branches with massive
programs,