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Introduction

This issue of Popular Culture Review (PCR) brings readers its usual fare of 
eclectic articles from a wide range of disciplines and venues. The articles guide us 
through aspects of the cultural histories of Japan, Las Vegas, and the omnipresent 
world of cyberspace with stops in places such as 1980’s American television, U.S. 
and Japanese adventure films, and pop fiction. Along the way we learn of the 
factual and popular story of an American sailing ship, the uses and abuses of 
websites dedicated to breast cancer, some implications of bumper stickers and the 
1980’s and ‘90’s New York art scene. Our adventure would not be complete, of 
course, without a discussion of the saturation of “postmodernism” in current popular 
culture.

Three articles in this issue are devoted to poetry and fiction. Lawrence Hong 
provides an analysis of the Japanese mystery writer Seicho Matsumoto, noting 
Matsumoto’s designation as the inventor of the “social detective” genre and ex 
ploring his incorporation of the Korean sijo poetry form into his mysteries. Carlos 
Ramet brings us the early works of Ken Follett, who originally wrote under the 
pseudonym Symon Myles. Ramet examines Follett’s initial use of the recurring 
protagonist in his “Apples Carstairs” series of three novels. And Dennis Russell 
introduces the autobiographical works of David Wojnarowicz, a painter and writer 
whose artistic themes concentrated on the persecution and erasure of homosexu 
als in the United States. His self-named position as a “blank spot in a hectic civi 
lization” provided Wojnarowicz an important — and deviant — position from 
which to critique the dominant society’s attitude towards homosexuality and AIDS 
during the Reagan-Bush years.

From television and movie media the articles include Anthony Enns’ analysis 
of the American appropriation of Godzilla. The article also provides an important 
discussion of the Japanese Godzilla films’ relationship to American culture since 
the 1950s and a commentary on current Godzilla fans through excerpts from some 
fan websites. Richard Voeltz revisits James Garner’s mid-1970’s hit The Rockford 
Files, presenting a study of Garner’s Rockford character as an amusing and atypi 
cal TV detective. Voeltz also notes the similarities between Garner and his charac 
ter and discusses the impact of the show on the actor’s life after its ending. James 
Iaccino follows the adventures of the hero Buck Rogers from his introduction in a 
1929 comic strip through his television incarnation in the 1979-81 television show, 
Buck Rogers in the 25th Century, and beyond to the 1998 Sci-Fi show, Farscape. 
Iaccino’s article focuses on the similarities of the main characters in these last two 
shows and their particular influences on and manipulations of the hero motif. Fi 
nally, Mark Moss takes on Indiana Jones from the standpoint of the “Other” whose 
native cultures are raided and exploited by the adventures of this movie hero.

ill



Moss focuses on the racist and imperialistic sides of the Indiana Jones series, thus 
providing a strong contrast to the “hero” as presented by Iaccino.

In the political arenas, we include Jack Slay’s humorous, yet potent summary 
of the uses and abuses of the term Postmodernism in current culture. As Slay 
assures: “There is nothing postmodern about McDonald’s or the Pottery Barn, 
about Thomas Kinkade, ‘Painter of Light,’ or Michael Flatley, that Riverdance 
fellow.” Slay gives a cogent history of the term from its nineteenth century incep 
tion in the world of painting, through its adoption by the French theorists of the 
1960s and ’70s (“think of them as a sort of a Justice League of America with really 
thick glasses and really big vocabularies”), to its current position as the favorite 
term of popular culture. Victoria Pitts contributes perhaps the most important ar 
ticle of this issue, “Popular Pedagogies, Illness and the Gendered Body: Reading 
Breast Cancer Discourse in Cyberspace” a critical examination of websites alleg 
ing to provide information, support and personal power to women with breast 
cancer. Pitts exposes the influences of the surveillance of women’s bodies by bio 
medicine and some of the consequences of such surveillance, i.e., benefits to in 
surance companies, the “creation” of the potentially diseased woman, and the bur 
dens placed on women as responsible for preventing and managing the disease. 
Her analysis of the consumeristic aspects of the “Breast Fest” website is powerful 
and frightening.

Our final three articles include Larry Burriss’ history of Reuben James, a 
sailor in the American Revolution, a World War II ship, and a popular song from 
the 1940s; Philip Vannini’s exploration of popular bumper stickers and their role 
in promoting a materialistic, narcissistic personality type; and H. Peter Steeves’ 
discussion of the multiply-split personality of “the All American City” — PCR’s 
home town — Las Vegas. Each of these articles provides absorbing and unique 
perspectives on popular culture in but a few of its multifarious aspects.

Please note that at the end of the issue we have included an Errata correcting 
the endnote numbering in Arnold S. Wolfe’s article “ ‘Unreal Fields’: Constitu 
ents of the Lasting Popularity of the Beatles’ Strawberry Fields Forever” which 
appeared in volume 12.1. We hope, as always, that you find this issue of PCR 
enlightening and enticing. Read on!

Juli Barry 
Associate Editor

IV



Mystery as Poetry, Suicide as Literary Device: 
The Works of Seicho Matsumoto1

Seicho Matsumoto’s reputation as a master writer of mysteries and sus 
pense reaches far beyond Japan. He has published close to 500 books and short 
stories and owned a film company, Kiri Productions, that made movies based on 
his own works, many of which are found at video stores in the Asian neighbor 
hoods of New York and California. Even though only a handful of his works have 
been translated into English (some under Ellery Queen’s various titles), one of his 
books, Points and Lines (Ten to Sen), was ranked among the top 50 mystery stories 
by the Los Angeles Times (November 23, 1990). Points and Lines is also a phe 
nomenal market success, selling more than 1.3 million copies worldwide.

Matsumoto, who died in 1992 (b. 1909), played a pioneering role in the 
“Mass Communication Media” movement in Japan (Kokusai Bunka Shinkokai 
xxv). Together with other “Postwar Newcomers,” Matsumoto made fiction acces 
sible to common people via weekly magazine and other public media. Coming 
from a humble background, without the credential of a university education, he 
won the coveted Akutagawa Prize in 1953 for his Am  “Kokura Nikki” Den (A 
Certain Legend ofKonika s Diary), which deals with the life of a disabled young 
man. This was followed by another award, from the Japan Mystery Writers Asso 
ciation, for his short story The Face (Kao). He has been credited with creating the 
“social detective” genre of mystery writing in Japan (Apostolou and Greenberg 
132, Queen 39). “He set his stories in ordinary, everyday life, avoiding peculiar 
circumstances and surroundings. He got rid of god-like detectives and abnormal 
personalities and substituted ordinary folk. Instead of blood-curdling descriptions 
he achieves a suspense of a kind which anyone might experience” (Nakajima 54). 
Matsumoto emphasizes the value of hard work rather than cerebral prowess in 
police investigation. If he had a motto, it would be: If you work diligently, the truth 
will forcibly reveal itself to you.

Like other accomplished mass producers of cultural consumables, 
Matsumoto owes his success to his creative use of literary formulas in addition to 
the quality of his products. A common style found in his writings is a Sijo-Yike plot 
development. Sijo is a type of poem indigenous to Korea which has considerable 
cultural influence in Japan’s Kyushu island where Matsumoto was born. Kyushu 
also is the geographical setting for many of his stories. Aside from syllabic re 
quirement, the lyrics of a Sijo follow this pattern closely: The first part or line 
introduces a situation which sets the mood; the second, which is called a “turn,” 
creates a problem that sharpens the mood of the first part; and then the all- impor-
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tant finale, which is called a “twist,” offers a surprise or counterthematic ending 
that discharges the tension created in the earlier lines (Gross, Kim). The ending 
climatic twist is the single most distinctive characteristic of Sijo, setting it apart 
from the other poetic forms. A classic example is this poem from the celebrated 
Korean courtesan and poetess, Hwang Chin-i (1522-1565):

The blue rapid runs by the hills,
boast no more, how sleekly you flee.

You’ll not return,
once you reach the open sea.

Full moon shines upon us,
relax, come and play with me. 
(www.arespress.com/AresPages, 8/21/2000)

Note how the first part of the poem sets the mood, the second creates a problem, 
and the third resolves the issue in a totally unexpected fashion. The latter makes a 
complete and abrupt departure from the thematic direction of the preceding lyrics.

While Sijo is strictly a poetic form, it can be seen in Matsumoto’s thrill 
ers. A “poetic feeling” permeates his works (Nakajima 54). Many of his narratives 
are Sijoesque, especially in the way he brings them to conclusion. The stories 
usually start off in a low-keyed fashion. Along the way, they pick up interesting 
personal details and tantalizing leads that seem to certainly go somewhere but 
ultimately nowhere. Gradually the storyline rises to a crescendo of intense psy 
chological drama, and then swiftly finishes off in a surprise ending. This method is 
clearly evident in The Accomplice (Kyohansha), where a successful businessman 
who has a past is afraid that the only other person who knows about it, his accom 
plice, may blackmail him. His fear leads him to hire an investigator to spy on his 
former partner. (English translation of the first three stories below appeared in The 
Voice and Other Stories.)

Hikosuke Uchibori believed himself to be a success. His store, 
which sold furniture on credit, was well known throughout 
Fukuoka City...Hirosuke’s success may have been due to the 
skills he had acquired during his long years as a travelling sales 
man... However, there were more to Hikosuke’s past than 
memories of hard-up bygone days, for it held a dark and threat 
ening secret.

The truth was that Hikosuke (together with a fellow 
salesman, Takeji Machida) had robbed a bank .. .and in the pro 
cess someone had been killed...

http://www.arespress.com/AresPages
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Hikosuke couldn’t rid himself of the thought that one 
of these days Takeji.. .would learn of his success and come af 
ter him ... Someday, thanks to Takeji, all his happiness would 
be taken from him. Hikosuke felt doomed. He became edgy; 
his nerves were frayed; he was unable to sleep at night. (7-12)

Hikosuke hires an investigator (a freelance reporter) to keep an eye on 
Takeji and report to him periodically. Initially the reports were comfort 
ing. Takeji was married and had a thriving business of his own. Hikosuke 
thought Takeji had no reasons to blackmail him. But some months later 
the reports took an unexpected turn; Takeji had lost his business, became 
a vagrant, and lived in a shack. Hikosuke panicked. He bought a knife. 
Hikosuke said to himself, “One life would end, and one would be freed.”
He went to the shack at night.

“You’re Takeji Machida, right?”
Hikosuke gripped the handle of his knife.
“Uh-huh.”
The reply sounded almost like a moan in the darkness.
Aiming at the voice, Hikosuke lunged. (23)

To his surprise, the man in the shack was not Takeji. It was Ryoichi Takeoka, the 
reporter he had hired. In the process of investigating Takeji for him, Ryoichi had 
figured it all out.

“I was convinced you’d show up here in search of Mr. Machida.
You were scared out of your wits by him, all because of some 
secret between the two of you. You might even try to kill him if 
you could. With that in mind, I created the scenario, and then 
lay in wait for you.”
“With no evidence, there was nothing for the police to investi 
gate. To start an investigation, I had to lure you into commit 
ting some crime, and then catch you in the act. My plan worked 
well. You assaulted me with a weapon...”
With these words, Ryoichi gave a whistle. From the dark un 
dergrowth outside, the stirring of footsteps could be heard. (25)
(Original text of the concluding part is shown below.)
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The Works of Seicho Matsumoto 9

And that was the way it ended, with an unanticipated spin, like the finale of a Sijo. 
The same literary style is found in other stories, such as The Woman Who Buys the 
Local News (Chiho-shi o Kau Onna, published in English as The Serial) and The 
Face {Kao). In The Serial, a bar hostess subscribes to a small town newspaper 
under the pretense of being interested in a serialized story, whereas her real motive 
is to follow the investigation of a double murder she has committed. The author of 
the serial sees through her hidden intention. In the end, she tries to kill the author 
but fails, and commits suicide.

In The Face, the story is told in the form of the diary of Ryokichi Ino, a 
bit player in a small theatre group whose anxiety grew into paranoia as he gained 
fame when a movie company unexpectedly hired him to act in films.

“Why this stroke of luck?” I asked. “The director, Ishii, singled 
you out,” Y explained... “I’ll give it my best.” I bowed slightly.
I wasn’t unhappy. Far from it, I was quite excited. But at the
same time a certain feeling of uneasiness crept over me.” .....

All my scenes are filmed.. .the film has attracted a lot 
of attention... I’ve almost reached a point in my career where 
others might envy m e.. .1 drank much more than usual tonight, 
and it wasn’t through happiness. I was trying to drown this 
gnawing apprehension.. ..T. Company has made another offer, 
this time for me alone. Lady luck’s smiling at me. It’s my big 
break!

I feel as if I’m walking heading into good fortune — 
and disaster. My own despair is eating away at the very foun 
dation of my happiness... My nerves are too taut. There’s no 
easy way out. I’ve started seriously considering taking some 
drastic measures. (28-32)

Ryokichi, like the businessman in The Accomplice and the hostess in The Serial, 
has a murder to hide and someone to fear. Just as in the other stories, The Face 
unfolds slowly and ends swiftly and unexpectedly. Ryokichi is not recognized for 
his face as he had originally feared. The witness had taken a good look at him in 
person but did not remember him. It is a scene in his movie that jolts the memory 
of the witness.

The scenery around Oiso flowed by. He took out a cigarette 
and smoked, still looking out the window.
The scenery changed to somewhere near Chigasaki.
Ino’s face looking out the window. Smoking a cigarette. The 
scenery around Totsuka.
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Ino’s profile as he looked out the window!...! had a shock. I 
had seen it before somewhere. (61) (Original text of the con 
cluding part is shown below.)
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The Works of Seicho Matsumoto 11

While Matsumoto’s narrative style is 57/oesque, one of his favorite liter 
ary formulas is suicide. Japan is a society that has placed suicide on a moral high 
ground. An eminent French sociologist in the 19th century goes to the extreme in 
contending that Japanese culture is suicidal (Durkheim). In both art and life, sui 
cide is seen as an expression of love, innocence, courage, loyalty, and atonement. 
Japan’s elaborated lexicon on suicide — harakiri or seppuku (disembowelment 
suicide by samurais in the feudal period), kamikase (divine wind suicide by pilots 
at the end of the Pacific War), inseki jisatsu (atonement suicide by businessmen in 
the 1990s when the “bubble economy” crashed), and shinju (double suicide when 
ever and wherever lovers become hopelessly in love) — reflect those ideals 
(Yoshimoto and Berger).

As if to prove the medium is the message, some of the best novelists of 
post-war Japan who wrote about the darker side of the human condition commit 
ted suicide themselves. Osamu Dasai (1909-48), a Marxist writer regarded by many 
as the literary voice of his generation, committed shinju with his lover. Yukio 
Mishima (1925-70), a gay militant rightist literary luminary of international stat 
ure, stunned the world with his public harakiri. In the theatre, works like the famed 
18th century puppet play, Shinju ten no Amijima (written by Monzaemon 
Chikamatsu, 1653-1724) showcased this cultural anomaly in the tale of an ordi 
nary married man who ends his own life as well as that of his geisha-lover in a 
shinju. (The play was made into a movie in 1969 and televised in the U.S. in 1975 
under the name “Double Suicide.”)

Given the centrality of suicide in Japanese culture, it is not surprising that 
many writers have employed it either as the main theme or as a plot element in 
their works. Matsumoto exploits the suicide motif in two major ways, sometimes 
as a cover-up for murders, and sometimes a “soft-landing” for women who have 
committed murders. In Vanishing Point (Zero no Shoten), a subtle suspense of 
high social drama that has been made into a classic movie, the wife of a distin 
guished citizen commits a series of homicides in order to conceal her tainted by 
gone days. In her yesteryears, she had worked as a prostitute around an American 
military base. When the investigation closes in on her, she takes the ultimate hon 
orable act for a Japanese woman under such circumstances by vanishing into the 
sea in an inseki jisatsu. In The Serial, mentioned earlier, the culprit ends her own 
life by taking the poison that was prepared for a couple that she planned to kill.

Rieko, the lone witness in a brutal railroad murder, is found dead in her 
apartment. She left a journal in which she wrote, “Must love be a lonely thing?” 
The coroner proclaims it suicide. A policeman at the scene agrees, “So, she com 
mitted suicide because she was heartbroken.” But detective Imanishi is skeptical 
(Vessel ofSand/Suna no Utsuwa, published in English as Inspector Imanishi In 
vestigates).
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“Doctor,” Imanishi said, turning toward the medical 
examiner, “you’re sure it was suicide?”

“There’s no mistake. She’d taken about two hundred 
sleeping pills. The empty bottle was by her pillow.”

“So there’s no need for autopsy?” (121)

With the seed of doubt planted, Matsumoto keeps the suspense for nearly 200 
pages before telling his readers whether it was indeed a suicide. As the case comes 
to a close, Imanishi reports his findings to the Homicide Division: Rieko disposed 
of the evidence for her lover, who had committed the murder. Later, “she despaired 
of her lover, who was guilty of such a terrible crime and who had made her an 
accessory to it. She committed suicide” (309).

Sometimes, camouflaging homicides as suicides is the real issue rather 
than a literary diversion in Matsumoto’s tales. Both Vanishing Points and The Se 
rials deal with actual cover-ups. In Points and Lines, the novel that launched the 
“Matsumoto boom,” the focus of the story centers on whether two bodies found on 
a remote beach are love suicides or homicides.

“There are dead bodies on the beach!”
“Dead bodies? On the beach?” The old policeman stood up 
and shivered as he buttoned his jacket. The man was obviously 
very excited.
“Yes, two of them. It looks like a man and a woman.” ...
“Love suicide,” said the old policeman, looking down at the 
bodies. “Poor souls; still young, too.” (18-19)

That was how the story Points and Lines got started and it took two determined 
detectives traversing the length of Japan to crack the case. As the truth becomes 
apparent, the masterminds of the cover-ups, a married couple, commit suicide. But 
one detective does not believe suicide is a manly act in this situation:

Frankly, 1 am skeptical. I find it hard to accept that a man as 
tough as Yasuda would commit suicide. 1 believe that Ryoko, 
who knew her end was near, could have planned it and taken 
her husband with her. She was that kind of a woman. (158)

In Matsumoto’s literary moral landscape, male perpetrators usually get arrested, 
but murderesses, in due respect to Japanese chivalry, are allowed to take their own 
lives rather than be subjected to the indignity of going to prisons or the gallows. 
There are exceptions, however. In Just Eighteen Months (Ichinen-han matte), an
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insurance saleswoman falls in love with a client, bludgeons her alcoholic husband 
to death, and immediately turns herself in to the police. She readily confesss and is 
sentenced to 18 months — the time she fully expected before the killing as a result 
of her careful legal research.

Saying Matsumoto employs formulas is not to say his works lack origi 
nality. Quite the contrary. Formulaic literary construction can be an art form in 
skilled hands (Cawelti). It is to Matsumoto’s credit that he can recycle a patterned 
narrative style and an oft-used archetype in innovative and refreshing ways that 
have earned him high praise from critics and riches in the marketplace. It is a skill 
few writers could command.

California State University Lawrence K. Hong

Note
1. The author thanks Dr. Catherine Ryu, Japanese Program, Department o f Modem Lan 

guages and Literatures, California State University, Los Angeles, for her inspiration 
and help in writing this article.
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Postmodernism Shanghaied, 
Or, Tracking a Shibboleth

In presenting the award for Best Postmodern Video at the 1990 MTV 
Awards, Sherilyn Fenn (then momentarily famous for portraying Audrey Horne in 
David Lynch’s Twin Peaks) said, “Postmodernism is something none of us really 
understands — but we all think it’s really interesting.” If MTV giving awards in 
postmodernism is not a sign of the collapse of Western civilization, it is, at the very 
least, a sign of pop-modem culture having finally and successfully cross-bred with 
the impenetrable world of literary theory (perhaps best mentally visualized as 
Bridget Jones caught in flagrante delicto with M. Charles Swann).

Bandied about for much of the twentieth century, “postmodernism,” for 
the greater part of its etymological life, has been a term reserved for brooding 
academicians. However, during the past decade or so, the term has been abducted, 
hog-tied, and gleefully ravished by pop culturalists the world over; it has been bent 
to their will, the word is theirs. It now abounds, appearing in anything from 
Gentleman s Quarterly (referring to Tom Arnold as “the first postmodern fat per 
son in Hollywood” Mar. 2000) to TV Guide (calling attention to Kevin Sarbo’s 
“postmodern shag” Jan. 1996) to Newsweek (naming Bill James a “guru of 
postmodern baseball statistics” Aug. 1995). The word, then, has become suddenly, 
and perhaps irrevocably, a catch-all for any work avant-garde, for everything dif 
ferent, for anything slightly misaligned with the status quo. It is a word stolen from 
the highest of ivory towers, swiped by the bourgeois — and, so far, there has been 
no ransom request.

The moment that Modernism was bom as a period, a term, an artistic 
movement, so, too, was Postmodernism instantly created. English painter John 
Watkins Chapman wrote of postmodern painting around 1870 (cited in Best and 
Kellner). The OED, however, cites the earliest usage of the term in 1949 in Joseph 
Hudnut’s Architecture and the Spirit o f Man: “He shall be a modem owner,” Hudnut 
wrote, “a post-modem owner, if such a thing is conceivable” (119). Ihab Hassen, 
the gum of all things literarily postmodern, notes earlier uses, namely by Frederico 
de Onis in his Antologia de la poesia espanola e hispanoamericana in 1934, and 
Dudley Fitts in his Anthology o f Contemporary Latin-American Poetry in 1942. 
Arnold Toynbee, a British historian, used it in his Study o f History (1954) to define 
a fourth stage, 1875 to the present, of Western history (“Toward a Concept of 
Postmodernism” 85). At that point, the term having been lobbed from field to field 
like some postmodern shuttlecock, the literary theorists grabbed hold of it, forever 
yanking it into their confabulated worlds. Poached and plundered by academia,
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the word became all about ontology and the nature of text, about the consciousness 
of writing, about the all-out assault upon traditional narrative.

Then the squabbling really began, theorists and academicians and writers 
slapping and scratching each other like myopic third-graders on a muddy play 
ground. Was postmodernism, they asked, a continuation of Modernism? Or was it 
a counter to, a decisive break from Modernism, a brand-spanking new artistic 
movement? Defenders of the Modern tradition responded, usually (and as most 
theorists still do) to the upstart Postmodernists in one of three ways: they calmly 
declared postmodernism a passing fad, the hula hoop of literary criticism; they 
attacked, spewing forth great quantities of polysyllabic words; or, more often, they 
ignored them altogether, these hippie-like perpetrators of dreck. Their apparent 
lesson: don’t rock the ivory tower.

Enter during the 60s and 70s, Derrida, Foucault, and their persnickety, 
text-mad crew of Theorists (think of them as a sort of a Justice League of America 
with really thick glasses and really big vocabularies): by their powers, formalism 
mutated into structuralism (in original, post, and decon flavors), and postmodernism 
evolved into postmodemity. Postmodem/7v they concluded, was (as one triad of 
theorists puts it) an “historical period stretching from the 1960s to the present, 
marked by such phenomena as upheavals in the international economic system, 
the Cold War and its decline, the increasing ethnic heterogeneity of the American 
population, the growth of the suburbs as a cultural force, the predominance of 
television as a cultural medium, and the rise of the computer” (Geyh, Leebron, and 
Levy x). Got that? On the other, simpler hand, postmodern/s/w referred to certain 
experimental works of literature and art produced after World War II.

Pause here to remember Ms. Fenn’s words: “Postmodernism is some 
thing none of us really understands — but we all think it’s really interesting”— 
which, in turn, is simply a Twin Peaks-ean paraphrasing of Ihab Hassan’s assess 
ment that “postmodernism suffers from a certain semantic instability: that is, no 
clear consensus about its meaning exists among scholars (87)”.

Since then postmodernism has been described as a turn, a culture, a mo 
ment, a condition, a movement, a period, a thought. It is paradoxical and self 
reflexive, ambiguous and ironic, indeterminate and impennanent. It is also ex 
haustive, pluralistic, ontological, contradictory, and subversive. It is even decentered, 
introverted, and ambidextrous. It will soon, undoubtedly, cure acne and male-pat 
tern baldness.

Jean-Francois Lyotard says that postmodernism is “an incredulity toward 
metanarratives” {The Postmodern Condition xxiv); Brenda K. Marshall states that 
it is a “rupture in our consciousness” {Teaching the Postmodern 5). Hassen ex 
plains it as a “decisive historical mutation” {The Dismemberment o f Orpheus 5); 
Linda Hutcheon, the empress of porno criticism, says that it is “a contradictory
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phenomenon, one that uses and abuses, installs and then subverts, the very con 
cepts it challenges” (A Poetics o f Postmodernism 4).

So, like an all-encompassing scientific Theory of Everything, a unified 
theory of postmodernism still eludes us; it is simultaneously, paradoxically, under 
and over-defined. (Remember, now, that these folks cannot even decide whether 
there is a hyphen.) Perhaps, then, it would be easier to define postmodernism by 
stating what it is not: There is nothing postmodern about Redbook or Tom Brokow. 
There is nothing postmodern about McDonald’s or the Pottery Bam, about Tho 
mas Kinkade, “Painter of Light,” or Michael Flatley, that Riverdance fellow. Nei 
ther is Kevin Bacon nor Sandra Bullock postmodern, nor Vermont and Utah. Nor 
is there a single thing postmodern about John Grisham, Robert James Waller, or 
Nora Roberts.

In the meantime, amid academia’s incessant chatter — that postmodern 
white noise — pop culture sneaked in the back door of the ivory tower and ab 
sconded with the word. In the last couple of decades the term has been used to 
describe not only literature but also cinema, dance, ceramics, theater, television, 
music, politics, philosophy, history, theology, pedagogy, psychoanalysis, and, of 
course, MTV videos. A toss of the word into any Internet search engine will draw, 
quite literally, thousands of hits. (Oh, sure, you can still cruise the MLA highways 
and see all the usual suspects, the standard academic use and abuse of the word; 
for example, dig these over-inflated titles: Semiological Reductionism: A Critique 
o f the Deconstructionist Movement in Postmodern Thought; Masculinity Meets 
Postmodernism: Theorizing the “Man-Made” Man\ The Postmodernism-Post- 
Marxism Nexus.)

Far, far more popular, however, is the rising rate of pop culture usage. 
The term literally abounds. For example, fiction teems with the term postmodern 
and all its variants tossed in with the aplomb that only a novelist can muster. In The 
Secret History ( 1992), Donna Tartt describes “ginko trees in postmodern tubs...” 
(363). In The Information (1995), Martin Amis makes reference to a “postmodern 
car alarm, which trilled out a fruity compendium of all other car alarms” (350). In 
Kathleen Ann Goonan’s Bones o f Time (1996), the juxtaposition of tiny symbols 
on a computer screen is like “some postmodern work of art” (100). In Amsterdam 
(1999), one of Ian McEwan’s characters calls sampling “postmodern quotation” 
(178).

This off-the-cuff tossing of the term (like the croutons in a pretentious 
salad) is even more evident in the magazine media. A quick catalog: Dance calls 
Jane Comfort a “postmodern choreographer” (July 1999); The Village Voice writes 
of contemporary fashion icons they label “postmodern mod” (June 1999); Psy 
chology Today speaks of “postmodern parenting” (May/June 1999) and Family 
Journal runs an article entitled “Postmodernism and Divorce” (July 1999); Forbes
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writes of “postmodern money” (April 1999); Entertainment Weekly notes Jon 
Stewart’s “postmodern...studio” (Nov. 1994) (Entertainment Weekly could be a 
category entirely unto itself: the word postmodern appears in virtually every is 
sue); Gear writes of “post-modern-friendly art direction” (May/June 1999). The 
litany could be endless, these magazines postmodemizing virtually every aspect 
of our day-to-day lives.

Even the higher-browed snob-zines (those slicks usually devoted exclu 
sively to haute couture, the zany world of politics, the moral decline of the world 
as we think it) have boarded the postmodern bandwagon. New York Magazine runs 
an article on business dining etiquette entitled “Postmodern Emily” (April 2000); 
Harpers proclaims, “A kiss is still a kiss (even if the sex is postmodern and the 
romance problematic)” (Feb. 1996); The Oxford American makes reference to 
“postmodern, monster-bellum houses” (Dec. 1995); New Statesman examines why 
postmodern society will no longer accept crying in public (June 1999). Even (the 
horror! the horror!), that most prim and crotchety of maidens has succumbed; yes, 
indeed, even The New Yorker found herself powerless to resist. “But we inhabit the 
postmodern age, an age of mass suggestibility, in which image and reality strangely 
interact,” the slickest of the slicks states (May 1994) — though this may not count 
since the article is by Martin Amis. Don’t worry; there are plenty of other inci 
dences: there is the piece on “postmodern dancemakers” (Mar. 1992), the labeling 
of actress Karen Sillas as a “postmodern babe” (Mar. 1992), and, in the magazine’s 
most awkward attempt to be hip, the reference to the Washington Monument as a 
“postmodern pillar” (Oct. 1999).

Just as pop media has latched onto the term, so, too, has an array of other, 
more specialized fields. For example, science is now rife with the term. JAMA 
speaks of the effects of “postmodern society” on medical institutions (May 2000); 
Discover refers to the concept of “postmodern science” (Mar. 1998); Health pre 
sents the “Postmodern Guide to Cold Relief’ (Jan./Feb. 1997); even the venerable 
Lancet runs an article called “Postmodern Medicine” (Oct. 1999). Relatedly, but 
perhaps more disturbingly, is the over-appearance of the term in contemporary 
theology. Suddenly ever-present are holy tomes with titles like Ancient-Future 
Faith: Rethinking Evangelicalism for a Postmodern World. In addition, Christian 
ity Today refers to Christian author Leonard Sweet as a “postmodern Ezekiel” 
(Aug. 1999), Theological Studies writes of theological ethics in a “postmodern 
age” (June 2000), and Christian Century calls the Jesus Seminar “postmodern 
revisioning” (Nov. 1997). (It is interesting to note that all of these uses appear after 
the producers of the Christian Broadcasting Network’s 700 Club denounced 
postmodernism as an “amoral pseudo-religion” in January 1996.) Apparently, in 
the postmodern epidemic, nothing is safe.
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One of the most prevalent trends, however, in pop culture’s subsuming of 
the term is the incessant branding of certain pop culture icons as postmodern — 
anything, anyone with the slightest of edges is necessarily and immediately 
postmodemized. Consequently, Jenny McCarthy is a “postmodern bimbo” (Enter- 
tainment Weekly Oct. 1997); Dwight Yoakam is a “postmodern hillbilly” (People 
Nov. 1995); the Spice Girls are “postmodern sexist” (USA Weekend Dec. 1998); 
Quentin Tarantino’s Pulp Fiction gives pulp-fiction cliche’s “postmodern twists” 
(Newsweek Oct. 1994). Same thing occurs with certain movies and books. Gus 
Van Sant’s remake of Hitchcock’s Psycho is “post-postmodem” (Entertainment 
Weekly Dec. 1998). Likewise, it was the rare piece indeed that did not drag out the 
term in reviewing Mark Z. Danielewski’s House o f Leaves: the novel is a “sort of 
postmodern fun house where the reader becomes the author’s partner” (Newsweek 
Mar. 2000).

Absolutely, however, the hands-down-cards-folded king of pop culture 
postmodemization is Jim Carrey. In The Mask, he is a “postmodern cousin of the 
Three Stooges” (Aug. 1994); in Ace Ventura he is a “postmodern stooge in a Ha 
waiian shirt” (Dec. 1994); in Dumb and Dumber he performs the “postmodern 
smart-dumb clod with a new kind of whiplash abandon” (Jan. 1995); in The Truman 
Show he is a “postmodern Capra hero” (June 1998). All right, I’ll admit this: every 
one of these reviews appeared in Entertainment Weekly — and every one of them 
was written by movie critic Owen Gleiberman. However, Gleiberman was not the 
only critic plugged into Carrey’s postmodern tendencies: even the late, great Jack 
Kroll, in a review of Dumb and Dumber, notes that Carrey’s character Lloyd Christ 
mas is a “postmodern version of Harold Lloyd” (Newsweek June 1995).

And so it goes: an idea subsumed, even consumed, by mass media, by the 
masses in general, by irrepressible pop culture. Still, theorists rage as to its specific 
meaning, its inherent purpose. And all the while pop culturists fling it merrily 
about, satisfied only that the term meets their immediate needs: that it signifies all 
that is beyond yesterday, anything that has the glint of tomorrow. Postmodernism 
is, then, simultaneously, Jean-Francois Lyotard and Jim Carrey, Thomas Pynchon 
and Jenny McCarthy. Undoubtedly, the etomological debates will continue; they 
always do. So, maybe it’s best to allow the final words on postmodernism to be 
those of a fictional character, an unbiased voice: in Harry Crews’ novel The Knockout 
Artist (1988), a character overhears “two men and a woman having a drunken 
argument at the next table about something called postmodernism, whatever the 
fuck that was” (39).

LaGrange College Jack Slay, Jr.
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Popular Pedagogies, Illness 
and the Gendered Body: 

Reading Breast Cancer Discourse 
in Cyberspace

As Marilyn Yalom’s recent history of the breast argues, Western cultural 
representations of breasts have long been saturated with heterofeminine symbol 
ism. Breasts have been depicted for centuries as belonging to others -  nursing 
babies, for instance, and desiring men. In the 20th-century, things only got worse. 
The “commercial assaults” of popular culture, Yalom argues, have spread harmful 
beauty norms and encouraged a cultural obsession with “perfecting” the female 
body according to such norms. Yalom’s analysis ends with the breast cancer epi 
demic, the tragedy of which she hopes has finally prompted a re-thinking of breast 
meanings:

Today, it is the tragic reality of breast cancer that is bringing 
women into full possession of their breasts. They’re learning, 
with the shock of life-threatening illness, that their breasts re 
ally are their own. (1997: 276)

Yet, even though the epidemic of breast cancer has provoked women’s 
breast reclaiming in the form of art, advocacy, and activism, it has also provided 
new opportunities for the disciplining and commercialization of women’s bodies. 
Recent feminist scholarship has worried about the increasing power of biomedi 
cine to govern the female body. Feminist critiques describe biomedicine as a pow 
erful, ideological and masculinist discourse that suppresses women’s embodied 
knowledges and disciplines their bodies. The medicalization of the breast, how 
ever, should not be seen as “effacing] the breast’s erotic and maternal meanings” 
(Yalom 1997: 278). I argue that the language of medicalization can be circulated 
through popular culture in a way that contributes to, rather than effaces, the 
heterofeminization of the female body.

In this article, I analyze breast cancer discourse in a popular culture site. 
Popular culture spaces often constitute pedagogical sites where women receive 
messages about breast cancer, health, gender and the body. My interest is in how 
popular pedagogies circulate both biomedical and consumerist aims and strategies 
related to women’s embodiment. I argue that in the breast cancer web site 1 ana 
lyze, breast cancer discourse is informed by both biomedical and commercial in-
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terests and is interimplicated with broader messages about gender and the body.11 
begin by briefly introducing biomedicine and popular culture as sources of women’s 
health information that, from a feminist perspective, are not innocent of relations 
of power. I then describe in detail Women.com’s “BreastFest 2000,” which circu 
lates a hybrid language of consumerist, biomedical and feminist discourses and 
applies them to breast cancer strategies. I suggest that the site is disciplinary in its 
promotion of women’s health and body management. It affirms imaginaries of the 
heterofeminine female body, while symbolically erasing some realities of breast 
cancer that challenge this ideal.

Feminist Critiques of Biomedicine
Inspired by the Women’s Health Movement that began in the 1970s but 

also more recently by health radicalism since AIDS, feminist scholarship on breast 
cancer has criticized several aspects of medicine’s treatment of women. These 
include the historical neglect of women and members of oppressed groups by the 
health-care industries, the ideological nature of medicine’s approach to gender and 
sexuality, and biomedicine’s suppression of women’s own embodied knowledges. 
The feminist critique of biomedicine has been driven in part by a concern with the 
apparent gulf between biomedical (meaning techno-scientific medical) approaches 
and women’s embodied experiences. Most obviously, biomedicine long used the 
male body as its standard, thereby neglecting to view women’s health concerns as 
central. On this front, the women’s health movement has been successful in the 
last decade in raising awareness of women’s health issues, demanding recognition 
of women’s health as a federal research priority and vastly increasing funding for 
breast cancer research. In 1993, for instance, the National Institutes of Health Re 
vitalization Act required that women and people of color be included as research 
subjects in grant proposals, and by 1996, breast cancer was the “cause of the year” 
for research fundraising. Yet, the actively-sought biomedicalization of breast can 
cer and other women’s health issues has brought with it a number of debates about 
how to use biomedical power, how to prevent it from overly dominating public 
policy (at the expense of, for instance, debates over environmental causes of breast 
cancer and over health-care access) and to what extent biomedical knowledge dif 
fers from and conflicts with women-generated knowledge (Clarke and Olesen 1999; 
Klawiter 2000).

Among the main problems of biomedicalization is the issue of surveil 
lance. Some feminists have noted the increasing surveillance of women’s bodies 
by biomedicine through prevention and early detection, and the “creation of po 
tentially diseased persons through risk analyses of individuals, communities, and 
populations” (Clarke and Olesen 1999: 21-22; see also Martin 1987, 1994). The 
concern with surveillance is informed partly by Michel Foucault’s acknowledg 
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ment of the power of the clinical gaze to define and control not only disease, but 
subjects themselves. This is especially problematic for women, whose bodies have 
historically been defined as Other in medical theory and practice, and who have 
been subjected to not a little moralizing and normalizing. Abby Wilkerson, for 
instance, describes how medicine ideologically conceptualizes the woman patient 
as “selfless” as well as heterosexual, white, middle-class and able-bodied. Women 
who depart from this nonn “may find themselves patronized, controlled, neglected, 
punished, dehumanized, and even criminalized by the institution of medicine” 
(1998: 14).

Specifically in relation to breast cancer, feminist worries about 
biomedicalization include not only the enormous implications of “pre-existing 
conditions” for insurance companies who benefit financially from surveillance 
techniques, but also the new burdens placed on women to prevent and manage 
disease. Women’s identities become “spaces of illness potential” (Armstrong 1995: 
402). The discovery of the “breast cancer gene,” for instance, has placed healthy 
women in the agonizing position of debating mastectomies; these choices are un 
doubtedly influenced by the current culture of risk prevention (Altman 1996). All 
women, of course, are now encouraged to do breast self-exams and eventually to 
get mammograms. As Jennifer Fosket (2000) and Laura Potts (2000) argue, this 
not only promotes healthy women’s dependence on techno-science (and in 
Foucault’s sense “disciplines” them) but also influences the experiences of women 
who must negotiate living with the disease. Fosket and Potts employ Dorothy 
Smith’s notion of bifurcated consciousness -  a sense of the estrangement of one’s 
own embodied knowledge in the face of the objectified knowledges of the public 
sphere — to describe women’s experiences being subjugated by the dominance of 
clinical, technical surveillance discourse of biomedicine.

Popular Culture and the Body
The characterization of biomedical discourse as dominating women’s 

experiences of breast cancer is an important development in recent feminist criti 
cism. However, these critiques need to be linked to feminist cultural studies, which 
focus on the representation o f gender and the gendered body in culture. 
Biomedicine’s dominance over breast cancer discourse, as in other women’s health 
matters, depends upon popular culture, because popular culture spaces are now 
primary pedagogical sites for circulating discourses about health, the body, and 
gender.2 Beyond the clinic, cyberspace, films, magazines, television, and other 
sites are purveyors of our culture of the body, which includes medical regimens 
but also fashion, fitness, and multiple forms of body modification. These sites can 
produce seductive metaphors and imaginaries of the healthful gendered body that 
provide criteria for popular ideology, social hierarchies and nonnalization. For
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this reason, analyses of cultural artifacts and texts are beginning to be seen as 
integral to feminist understandings of the body, health, and gender (Clarke and 
Olesen 1999).

Moreover, critical readings of popular culture spaces can make apparent 
what is often obscured in distinctly biomedical spaces: that dominant discourses 
such as biomedicine depend upon and are interimplicated with others, such as 
mainstream feminism, fashion and gendered consumerism. In mainstream maga 
zines, films and web sites, for instance, different languages of the body, informed 
by multiple systems power, collude and sometimes collide to produce what we 
might call unfixed “regimes of representation'’. To quote Donna Haraway, these 
work as technologies “that turn bodies into stories and stories into bodies” (Haraway 
1997:179, cited in Hartouni 1999: 254). These body-stories, I would argue, are far 
more powerful than the messages that could come from the clinic alone, especially 
for the new targets of health intervention, the undiagnosed or currently healthy. 
Critical readings of popular culture sites can illuminate points of collusion be 
tween and appropriation of discourses that together buttress larger messages about 
gendered embodiment.

Although this article cannot be taken as representative of cyberculture’s 
treatment of breast cancer or gender, a few comments drawn from recent feminist 
criticism on cyberspace as a site of cultural production are in order. Even though 
cyberspace has been excitedly hailed as a new space for women’s empowennent, 
it has brought with it new opportunities for promoting gender and body discipline. 
On the positive side, the radical possibility of playing with gender in disembodied, 
anonymous spaces, for instance, raised hopes that cyberspace could be used to 
deconstruct persistent gender roles and identities. The invention of new communi 
ties generated subcultures, even if they are primarily virtual. Cyberspace also pre 
sented an opportunity for critical or marginal perspectives to reach wider audi 
ences and for women to organize. In regard to breast cancer, survivors have cre 
ated on-line support groups and women have used the Internet to find and share 
the latest health information, to promote breast cancer activism and even to me 
morialize breast cancer victims. Some of the excitement around these aspects of 
cyberspace, though, has been tempered. Critics are increasingly aware of 
cyberspace’s role as a mass media delivery system, even arguing that it is already 
colonized by corporate interests (Stratton 2000). Search engines, which are often 
owned by major media companies and seen as “the best bet for advertising rev 
enue”, for instance, are the primary way most users locate World Wide Web sites 
(Croteau and Hoynes 2000:73). Along with other industries, health is big business 
in cyberspace. Companies like AOL, Yahoo and CompuServe run popular women’s 
health sites, and other sites such as DrKoop.com and On Health.com are saturated 
with corporate health advertising. The commercialization of cyberspace has brought
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worries of on-line monoculturalism, capitalist colonization, and the development 
of cyberspace as an “ideology-machine” that develops “routines” (Ross, 2000) -  
normalized sets of practices and discourses that reflect commercial interests. De 
spite its potential, celebrations of cyberspace as anything near utopian no longer 
seem viable, and instead, cyberspace appears as a complex constellation of medi 
ated texts, events and interactions that demand critical feminist attention.

In this article I closely analyze a mainstream website dedicated to breast 
cancer awareness. As primary new spaces of popular culture that combine interac 
tive entertainment, information, and consumption, mainstream web sites often 
weave together multiple discourses and knowledges from diverse sources. The 
site that I analyze here, Women.com’s “Breast Fest 2000,” is explicitly pedagogi 
cal, compiling breast information from a number of sources and offering advice on 
women’s overall body management, much like many others sponsored by main 
stream cyber groups. In “Breast Fest,” biomedical, consumer/corporate, and femi 
nist knowledges about breast cancer converge, are appropriated and are employed 
to buttress each other. My focus is on how breast cancer is represented in this 
popular culture site and how it is incorporated into a larger set of messages about 
female embodiment. I will show how “Breast Fest” not only promotes surveil 
lance, but also an overall ideal of female embodiment underwritten with 
heteronormative femininity.

Breast Fest 2000
National Breast Cancer Awareness Month was bom in 1985, the brain 

child of Imperial Chemicals Industry, which was later taken over by Zeneca Phar 
maceuticals, the maker of the breast cancer drug tamoxifen. Its message promoted 
early detection as the primary public health response to breast cancer. Now more 
widely recognized and endorsed by women’s breast cancer advocacy groups, Breast 
Cancer Awareness Month discourse still privileges surveillance technology and 
early detection. Quite successful in terms of gaining attention for breast cancer, it 
is now widely used as a cultural focal point for representations of breast cancer.

In October 2000, Women.com presented “Breast Fest,” a web site to cel 
ebrate October as Breast Cancer Awareness Month.3 “Breast Fest” provided infor 
mation about a number of breast cancer resources. It advertised Dr Susan Loves 
Breast Book and The Breast Cancer Survival Manual, solicited donations for the 
Race for the Cure sponsored by the Susan G. Komen Foundation, provided peti 
tions for legislative action concerning research funding, promoted breast cancer 
conscious voting, promoted the breast self-exam and provided space for readers to 
publish tributes to women who have died of the disease. It also advertised the book 
The Womanly Art o f Breastfeeding, polled readers on whether “babes with bigger 
boobs have the advantage”, and asked women to celebrate their breasts by writing
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in their favorite slang terms for breasts. There were discussions of cleavage, sag 
ging, and breast-related sex discrimination at work. Its larger theme was of breast 
celebration and breast awareness, which are part of Women.conTs promotion of 
women’s self-care. The site provided pages on four broad self-care themes: women 
enjoying their breasts, protecting them, supporting them, and changing them. Self- 
care projects included liberal feminist, biomedical, and consumer strategies.

Feminist Self-Care
“Breast Fest” employs a feminist discourse to tell women’s “body-sto 

ries”. It addresses feminist issues such as internalized oppression and sexism at 
work and in relationships. For instance, the theme song of “Breast Fest,” featuring 
a comic strip character named “Lacey Brazeer,” describes three enemies of equal 
ity: crude and sexist bosses who reward “boobs over brains”, dates who “can’t 
stop staring at your bountiful chest,” and women themselves, who have a 
“bubbleheaded devil” inside their brains who convinces them that they are “pudgy.” 
In each case, the female body is presented as a site of oppression but also one of 
feminist recovery. The targets of these messages of empowerment appear to be 
heterosexual working women with low or unstable self-esteem. The solution to 
their problems lies in individual self-empowerment, facilitated by the women-cen- 
tered media of cyberspace:

You’ll find your confidence and strength, no need to cower.
Call Lacey Brazeer, and she will bring you BREAST POWER!
BREAST POWER! Mmmm mmm mm BREAST POWER! At 
Women.com

Women are told to “summon up confidence”, which will cause the “devil” of self 
doubt to “fall flat on her bony little rear”. Self-advocacy and speaking up are part 
of women’s “breast power”:

Your date can’t stop staring at your bountiful chest. It’s been 
hours since he’s seen your face and you feel distressed. Lacey 
says speak up, or he’ll never get wise. Just say, “Pop quiz, buddy:
What color are my eyes?”

The site depicts feminist praxis in terms of individual self-love and self- 
care. Self-care includes a wide variety of strategies, beginning with reworking 
women’s body images and self-confidence but also including medical and con 
sumer body projects. Breast cancer in particular is presented as both an opportu 
nity for and a responsibility of women to demonstrate self-care. “Breast Power”
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ultimately reveals its message as promoting mammography. The specter of breast 
cancer arrives in the song’s bridge describing breasts as symbolic sites of female 
success:

Fashion-leader, dream-seeder, Mother-breeder, baby-feeder, 
Sweater-filler, eye-thriller, Money-maker, heart-breaker, Big, 
small or in the middle, doesn’t matter, give a little Lovin’ care 
to your own breasts - get that all-important test...Check ‘em, 
ladies!

Along with being told to “summon up confidence” when facing sexism, women 
are asked to take care of their breasts through mammography. In both cases, women 
are presented with the responsibility of self-protection and self-defense. Being 
proactive and responsible is linked to women’s success with money, romance, 
beauty, and motherhood. Women’s healthy, well-tended, protected bodies are pre 
sented as sites of heterofeminine power — they are fashionable and thrilling to 
look at, they break hearts and feed babies and sow dreams, not to mention that they 
also have earning power.

The liberal feminist emphasis on female equality, self-advocacy and suc 
cess echoes the language promoted by some mainstream treatment-focused breast 
cancer groups. As Maren Klawiter describes (2000), the language of individual 
empowerment currently has a large voice in the breast cancer movement. The Su 
san G. Komen Breast Cancer Foundation promoted by “Breast Fest,” for instance, 
is a pioneer in breast cancer research advocacy and promotes the widely visible, 
corporate-sponsored Race for the Cure events. While enormously successful in 
raising funds for women’s health research, Klawiter suggests that its discourse of 
individual responsibility reflects its “privileged social, medical and cultural loca 
tion of a predominantly white and middle-class constituency.” It presents early 
detection as an individual responsibility and places its hope in “individual con 
trol... and in the steady progress of science and medicine” (2000: 74-75). In con 
trast, other groups, influenced by AIDS, lesbian and gay, and environmental activ 
ism, depict breast cancer as deeply political and social, linked to issues of environ 
mental justice, inequality, and corporate profit.4

Given its silence on critical environmental and social issues, its emphasis 
on early detection, and its construction of its audience as healthy, heterofeminine, 
and middle-class, “Breast Fest” can be seen as aligning itself with a particular 
ideology of breast cancer, one that views women as individually responsible for 
and capable of ensuring their social status and well-being. One assumption im 
plicit here is that women have little in their way but sexist attitudes and self-doubt, 
both of which can be combated through self-advocacy and self-care. Another as 
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sumption, of course, is that cancer too is surmountable if one is responsible enough 
to detect it early.

Biomedicine and Self-Surveillance
Early detection was a major theme throughout “Breast Fest.” In addition 

to the advice in “Breast Power”, the “Protect Them” pages were dedicated to pro 
moting mammograms and self-exams. Visitors were informed: “This year, about 
182,000 new cases of Breast Cancer will be diagnosed. Don’t hide your head in 
the sand! Protect and defend your breasts!”

Beyond cancer detection, visitors were also provided with a list of “25 
Foods that Fight Breast Cancer” and given a quiz called “Are You Cutting Your 
Risk?”. In the view of “Breast Fest,” women’s responsibility to care for them 
selves requires on-going, cancer-focused self-discipline. Such discipline demands 
a number of body projects guided by experts — not only the self-exam and the 
mammogram but also the anti-cancer diet. As in other areas of embodiment women 
are cautioned against indifference, which is equated with “hiding your head in the 
sand”. Early detection strategies and other body projects that “protect and defend 
“ the breasts are presented here in the language of moral responsibility. “Breast 
Fest” ’s morality tale is underwritten with what Christie Simpson calls “personal 
responsibility ideology,” in which “responsibility for diseases are presented in terms 
of lifestyle choices” (2000: 136), even though such choices often do not prevent 
sickness. Of course, the focus on personal responsibility is presented at the ex 
pense of social responsibilities in relation to breast cancer, such as the issues of 
pollution and health care access.

The framing of breast cancer as a personal responsibility for all women to 
prevent or at least manage with vigilance is intertwined with biomedical strate 
gies. All women are depicted as risky selves with illness potential, and their bodies 
are presented as automatically in need of biomedical intervention. As I described 
earlier, recent feminist criticism has worried about the increasing biomedical sur 
veillance of women’s bodies. Laura Potts writes in regard to the self-exam that 
women are expected to “take on the scientific discourse of breast cancer and match 
the supposed clinical vigilance with a personal attendance to changes in their breasts, 
which they are then supposed to refer to the health and illness authorities” (Potts 
2000: 7). And while “Breast Fest” describes both the self exam and the mammo 
gram as acts of empowerment, Potts claims that such messages in popular dis 
course reinforce science and technology as the ultimate governors of women’s 
health. As Christie Simpson puts it, our ideological commitments to biomedicine 
“ensure that the focus is on each individual woman’s responsibility to do every 
thing possible to avoid getting breast cancer, but 'everything’ in this case refers to 
a (continued) reliance on the medical establishment” (2000: 45).
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Even though early detection discourse has undoubtedly shown some ma 
jor benefits, the hyperindividualism and technophilia embedded in much breast 
cancer prevention discourse are not unproblematic from a feminist perspective. 
The demand to take on technological vigilance as a part of self-care can have the 
effect of subjugating women’s own embodied knowledges and buttressing the domi 
nance of biomedical and technological “expert” discourses. Jennifer Fosket has 
described, following Dorothy Smith, the bifurcation of consciousness that results 
from women negotiating between biomedical and their own everyday discourses 
of the body in relation to breast cancer. Fosket’s study points to some of the social 
and personal implications of the surveillance messages, which are seen by some 
women with breast cancer as “shifting the responsibility for detection away from 
biomedicine and onto women themselves — a process that leads to blaming women 
for their own disease” (2000: 31). As two of her respondents have it:

I knew about breast self-exam and mammograms and that those 
were good things to do. But, you know, you really don’t realize 
the implications of what it means when you get bombarded 
constantly about the need to do breast self-exams and the need 
to do mammograms...one o f which is it gives a false 
impression....It doesn’t prevent you from getting breast can 
cer.

It basically puts the onus on women to detect their cancer.. .and 
it basically implies...[if] you have breast cancer and it’s ad 
vanced then it’s basically your fault, (both cited in Fosket 2000:
31)

The “bombardment” of messages about breast cancer is clearly powerful. 
The sense of failure put upon women who do get breast cancer (and of fear upon 
healthy women) is no doubt encouraged by the discourse of women’s risk profiles 
and the depiction of the female (middle-class) body as constantly in need of tech 
nological intervention, protection and modification (Lock 1993). And in popular 
culture, this discourse is not limited by the alienating boundaries of biomedical 
language.5 In popular culture sites including “Breast Fest,” everyday as well as 
feminist languages are used to promote self-surveillance messages, such as Lacey 
Brazeer’s call for “lovin’ care to your own breasts.” Breast cancer detection also 
appears here as part of a broader ideology of female self-care, and is linked to 
highly seductive messages of body-focused consumerism that engage imaginaries 
of female success and beauty.



30 Popular Culture Review

Breast Consumerism
“Breast Fest” frames breast cancer as a “breast” issue. The list of attributes 

describing women’s breasts in the bridge of “Breast Power” echoes the emphasis 
placed on breasts elsewhere in the web site and also in much other media coverage 
of the illness. Certainly, breasts are saturated with symbolic significance in rela 
tion to sexuality and maternal femininity, and the sexiness of breasts makes breast 
cancer a marketable media topic. Cherise Saywell and her colleagues argue, for 
instance, that breast cancer now has a higher media profile than all other common 
cancers. Although feminist and women’s organizations have promoted this kind of 
attention, Saywell et al. argue that news coverage of the disease also is structured 
by and exploits “the public fascination” (2000: 40) with breasts’ symbolic signifi 
cance.6 Such a focus on breasts makes breast cancer “sexy” for the mass media. It 
also underscores issues of sexual attractiveness and maternity as primary concerns 
for women worried about breast cancer, whose (normative, heterosexual) feminin 
ity is presented as at risk. At Women.com, the focus on breasts also literally pro 
vides the link between cancer awareness and other forms of self-care. The “Sup 
port Them” pages of “Breast Fest” argue that “Big or little, [breasts] need physi 
cal, and sometimes political, support.” Visitors to the site are directed to the fol 
lowing topics: “Do bras prevent sagging?”; “The Ultimate Bra Guide”; “Get your 
own ‘Lacy Brasier’”; “What about breastfeeding?”; and “More ways to support 
your ‘friends’.”

The final category, “More ways to support your 'friends,’” includes ad 
vice on the importance of voting and pro-women, breast-cancer aware legislative 
action. Women’s political issues, like their health issues, are presented as breast 
matters. Other breast matters, though, include bras, and the first three categories 
address the ways in which women’s breasts (even if they’re “little”) need them. 
Here, the site provides a link to Victoria’s Secret, the women’s lingerie shop, where 
women (presumably, those with healthy breasts, or at least those who have never 
had mastectomies or whose breasts have been reconstructed) can purchase their 
“own lacy brasiers” on-line. In the context of the self-care culture promoted at 
Women.com, such a purchase takes on the expression of self-loving feminist praxis 
on par with other body projects like breast self-exams and mammograms.

The use of breast cancer, along with feminist language, to promote this 
kind of consumerism might appear shockingly cynical to a critical observer. What 
presumably makes it work from Women.com’s point of view is that each of these 
body projects — self-exam, mammogram, breast-feeding, and fancy bra-wearing, 
among others — belongs to its version of an ideal, self-loving woman’s body re 
gime. That woman resists crude and discriminatory treatment of her body while 
affirming its health, beauty, femininity and maternity. In this context, medical strat 
egies for women’s bodies are seamlessly intertwined with corporate consumerism
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and heteronormative femininity, and all are articulated in seemingly ordinary, if 
also liberal feminist, pop culture language.

One of the symbolic effects in relation to biomedicine, I would argue, is 
that biomedicine becomes both feminized and normalized in ways that obscure its 
distinct parameters as an “expert” discourse. Perhaps some advocates of early de 
tection awareness might not be too troubled by the feminization and normalization 
of biomedical language, since at some level the goal of awareness campaigns is to 
normalize and make more ordinary early detection projects. However, this presen 
tation of women’s “breast” issues also appears to accomplish another feat — the 
medicalization of the feminine. The final theme for visitors of “Breast Fest,” nota 
bly accompanied by a question mark, is “Change Them?” Readers are asked, “Not 
happy with your shape? Should you choose another one? Find out the risks and 
benefits.” Cosmetic surgery — not reconstructive surgery for post-mastectomy 
women, but enlargement or reduction surgery for women “not happy with their 
shape” — is presented as the final realm of breast care.

Medical Fashion
Women.com presents cosmetic surgery as an option women should not 

take lightly, but should consider. Visitors are guided through a series of discus 
sions about cosmetic surgery to help them decide. Readers can click on the follow 
ing topics:

Considering a cosmetic change? Before “going under the knife”, 
consider the alternatives.
Bigger, smaller, perkier. Why do so many women want to 
change their breasts? Join the discussion.
Sizing up breasts. Are you unhappy with your shape? You’re 
not alone.
Is cosmetic surgery right for you? Take this decision-making 
quiz to see.

Although the premise is that women should think carefully before undergoing cos 
metic surgery, a number of assumptions are articulated in the “Change Them?” 
pages. These include that many, or most, women “want to change their breasts”. 
To help readers decide, they are provided with an interactive psychology-focused 
quiz.7 This interactive method appears to personalize the decision-making process 
and allow individual visitors a “voice” in shaping their cosmetic surgery advice.

I answered the survey, giving my true age and imagining myself as some 
one who might want a specific cosmetic procedure. 1 submitted that I wanted only 
one procedure, undertaken for my own benefit (and not to benefit a relationship),
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and that I have thought about the procedure for several years. I rated myself as a 
perfectionist, but one with high self-esteem. Overall, the “Cosmetic Surgery Deci 
sion-Maker” implicitly recommended cosmetic surgery as appropriate for me. The 
advice was largely based on the opinions of a female plastic surgeon who was 
interviewed by Women.com. In regard to my age, Women.com advised me:

People in this age group [26-39] commonly pursue rhinoplasty, 
breast reduction surgery, and liposuction. San Francisco plas 
tic surgeon Katherine Young claims that many patients who 
desire liposuction, for example, are careful about exercise and 
have healthy diets, but still may have stubborn fat deposits.. ..As 
always, it is important to consider the reasons for cosmetic 
changes. If you are in your 20’s or 30’s, you may want to look 
ahead and ask yourself honestly whether you may want repeat 
or additional cosmetic surgery procedures down the line, as 
numerous procedures can take their toll on your skin.

The “Decision-Maker” was happy with my apparently modest aim for 
only one procedure, suggesting that this “usually reflects a well thought-out, fo 
cused decision and a patient with realistic expectations,” and was unconcerned 
with my admission of perfectionism:

According to [plastic surgeon] Katherine Young, people with 
this tendency are not necessarily “bad” patients. However, those 
with a perfectionist personality may require a physician to more 
carefully explain the given cosmetic procedures and expected 
results.

Finally, I was congratulated for not believing that cosmetic surgery would change 
my life. At the same time, I was told that cosmetic surgery could boost my self 
esteem (despite my having reported an already high self-esteem) and that surgery 
could “indirectly” change my life:

You’re heading in the right direction. Cosmetic surgery won’t 
magically transform your personality and lifestyle, but a well 
thought-out decision can often result in a boost to self-esteem, 
which may indirectly change your life.

While elsewhere biomedical language’s distinctiveness as an expert dis 
course is obscured, for instance in the promotion of early detection regimes in the
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“Lacey Brazeer” song, here its power to inform women’s body projects, including 
ones related to negotiating their traditional, heteronormative femininity, is but 
tressed. Cosmetic surgeons are presented as the final experts not only on the over 
all safety of cosmetic surgery for women but even on the psychological appropri 
ateness of cosmetic surgery for individual women. What is astonishing about un 
veiled endorsements like these is not so much that they are wholly uncritical of 
cosmetic surgery discourse and of the heteronormative assumptions about women’s 
femininity, beauty, and self-esteem that underwrite it — after all, popular culture 
is full of such messages. Rather, what is significant is that navigators of “Breast 
Fest” who arrive at such messages have done so through the route o f breast cancer 
awareness. This route has been facilitated by both the “breast” focus and the con 
vergence of biomedical, consumerist, and liberal feminist languages.

This leveling of cosmetic surgery, breast cancer, consumerism and liberal 
feminist discourses is highly effective because it obscures the distinctiveness of 
each, which on their own, even if they are problematic, might be seen as offering 
distinct priorities for women’s embodiment and body projects. For instance, 
biomedicine’s overall focus on women’s health might be seen as distinct from and 
even in conflict with cosmetic surgery’s focus on women’s beauty. Feminist criti 
cism has already made this obvious for healthy women, and even in breast cancer 
circles the debates over reconstructive surgery now address the distinctiveness of 
health and cosmetic priorities.

In addition, liberal feminism’s interest in combating sex discrimination 
and negative body images might be seen in stark contrast to Victoria’s Secret’s 
representations of women’s bodies. Competitions between discourses can foster 
their denaturalization by highlighting the gaps and inconsistencies in their ideolo 
gies. As they are appropriated by popular culture in this instance, however, they 
normalize an individualistic, heterodominant version of femininity — and femi 
nism — and locate both in health- promoting, beautifying, self-caring body projects 
that depend upon corporate and biomedical consumption.

The Visible Body, Invisible Illness
The emphasis on self-care projects, as Laura Potts (2000) points out, also 

affirms and normalizes the visibility of the female body. However, this visibility 
applies only to healthy female bodies. Given that these bodies are encouraged not 
only to be healthy and assertive in the workplace, but also to be sculpted (literally), 
adorned and generally prepared as objects of the male gaze, it is not too much to 
say that these bodies are ultimately positioned according to a masculinist-penetra- 
tive logic, albeit in postmodern, (post) feminist fashion. In contrast, women who 
actually have breast cancer are marginalized or made invisible. Their concerns, 
which are often less about beauty than about long-term survival (Saywell 2000),
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are far from privileged in “Breast Fest.” As is also the case in some other main 
stream breast cancer cultural spaces (see Klawiter 2000), political anger, critique 
of biomedicine or talk about fear, death and grief that might be important to women 
with breast cancer are minimalized in favor of individualist empowerment and 
prevention. And despite all the body talk, the invisibility of women with breast 
cancer from this popular culture site allows it to distance itself from actual female 
embodiment, reinforcing heteronormative and masculinist assumptions and de 
sires which tend to emphasize not only beauty, but also rationality, individualism, 
containment, and control.

Representations that seriously take into account women’s own represen 
tations of breast cancer, especially those published “outside the popular media” 
(Saywell et al 2000), would complicate these assumptions. Although as yet there 
is little scholarship on women’s narratives of breast cancer in cyberspace, the last 
ten years has seen a veritable explosion of texts written by breast cancer survivors 
in both print publishing and on the Internet. Women have used autobiographical 
narratives to negotiate with personal and the social meanings of cancer in relation 
to the body, femininity, sexuality, and medicine. For instance, as Audre Lorde (1988) 
has written, these narratives struggle with breast cancer as an isolating experience, 
but also as a shared experience. The development of the notion of breast cancer 
“sisterhood” accompanied the rise of breast cancer activism and has become more 
visible in the past few years. The language of solidarity around survivorship is not 
wholly absent in “Breast Fest,” but does stand in contrast to its highly individualist 
promotion of female beauty and success. Further, autobiographical critiques of 
medical experiences such as Kathy Acker’s now well-known essay “The Gift of 
Disease” (1997), while still relatively rare, also constitute powerful sources of 
knowledge that counter the kind of uncritical representation medicine receives in 
“Breast Fest.” In addition, for women with cancer, as Eve Sedgwick (1993) de 
scribes, negotiating body image after hair loss and other involuntary body modifi 
cations is no uncomplicated task. From their perspectives, the prospect of the elec 
tive cosmetic surgery to “indirectly boost self-esteem” might seem absurd.

Feminists have long critiqued the popular media for their limited, ma 
nipulative, or exploitative representations of women’s bodies and embodiment. To 
my mind, the popular health pedagogies of cyberspace, which are sold to women 
as opportunities for empowerment, are prime opportunities for the circulation of 
hegemonic notions of gender and the gendered body, especially since they carry a 
sense of urgency based upon the material reality of women’s health risks. I see 
them as insidious when they ignore the harmful effects of the images they promote 
or when they exploit both women’s fear and their personal courage as resources 
for stimulating consumerism. Even more disturbing is the possibility that in order 
to make room for their idealized representations of the self-loving, well-groomed,
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successfully healthy female consumer, they ultimately promote the symbolic era 
sure of women’s ill bodies.

Queens College, CUNY Victoria L. Pitts

Notes
1. Further, as Anthony Giddens (1991) argues, managing the body is now a primary method 

of managing the self, and so I would argue that women’s processes o f self- identity are 
now becoming pressured with the management o f breast cancer risk.

2. The prevention/early detection strategies o f biomedicine in relation to breast cancer 
mean that it must recruit and convince subjects without symptoms; it must operate like 
other less respected sectors like cosmetic surgery that use popular culture as a market 
ing vehicle.

3. The site was advertised to CompuServe subscribers on its home page and is copy 
righted (2000) by CompuServe.

4. In San Francisco, for instance, the Bay Area Women and Cancer Project focuses on 
outreach to marginalized groups deprived o f access to health care, and the Toxic Links 
Coalition targets multinational corporations (including Zeneca) that have profited by 
“causing cancer on the one hand [by producing carcinogens] and detecting it and treat 
ing it on the other” (Klawiter, 2000: 82).

5. However, depicting biomedical discourse as emanating from and existing in separate 
spheres than women’s everyday embodied experiences, as Dorothy Smith’s model o f 
bifurcated consciousness would have it, belies the fact that popular culture is saturated 
with its messages.

6. They describe sexualized and erotic images o f (healthy) breasts in breast cancer re 
porting in newspapers and magazines, the overrepresentation o f young women's bod 
ies in such accounts, the invisibility of mastectomies in media representations o f breast 
cancer, and an overemphasis on breast cancer’s impact on women’s sexuality or attrac 
tiveness.

7. Women are asked their age as well as psychology-minded questions, such as: Are you 
a perfectionist?; Are you trying to improve your relationships through surgery?; How 
many procedures do you want?; For how long have you considered surgery?; and Did 

your surgeon[s] ask for a psychological evaluation o f your mental health?
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“The Mutated Flowers of Hiroshima”: 
American Reception and Naturalization 

of Toho’s Godzilla

One good thing did come from the dropping of the two atomic bombs on 
Japan, Godzilla!

—Anonymous author o f the American Godzilla fan 
webpage Oblivion

In 1998 Dean Devlin and Roland Emmerich produced the first Ameri 
can-made Godzilla film, entitled simply Godzilla, which promised to recreate the 
famous Japanese movie monster using big budget, state-of-the-art special effects. 
However, despite its use of Godzilla’s name, the film bore little resemblance to its 
Japanese predecessors. In fact, the film’s narrative was far more reminiscent of the 
American film The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms (1953), one of the first “monster- 
on-the-loose” films, in which a dinosaur is awakened by nuclear testing, returns to 
its ancestral home, which has since become the city of New York, and is eventu 
ally defeated through the use of radioactive isotopes.

The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms was also one of the key influences on the 
first Japanese Godzilla film, Gojira, which was produced by Japan’s Toho Studios 
in 1954. According to Frank McConnell, Japan’s interest in American monster 
movies, particularly The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms and King Kong (1933), was 
part of a much broader cultural influence following WWII: 'The ‘Americaniza 
tion’ of Japan,” he claims, “is itself one of the mutated flowers of Hiroshima” 
(119). However, the use of this narrative in a Japanese film in 1954 carried a far 
greater political significance, not only because Japan was the only nation in the 
world to have suffered a nuclear attack, but also because of the disaster which 
occurred in March of that year when the Fukuryu Maru fishing vessel went too 
close to the Bikini atoll during American testing of a fifteen-megaton H-bomb. 
This event, in which the entire crew suffered severe bums and one man died of 
radiation poisoning, focused Japanese resentment over the bombings of Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki, and it was precisely re-enacted in the opening shots of Gojira, where 
Godzilla attacks a boat at sea. Godzilla himself is not visible in this sequence, but 
rather there is a bright light and the crew members are burned and later die of 
radiation; Godzilla’s attack thus mimics precisely the experience of witnessing an 
H-bomb. The film also contains explicit references to the bombings of Hiroshima
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and Nagasaki; for example, the scenes of the devastation of Tokyo after Godzilla’s 
assault are clearly modeled after scenes of Hiroshima, with rows of bodies on the 
floor, partially bandaged and burned, and doctors examining children with Geiger 
counters. Japanese audiences in 1954 would have immediately recognized these 
references, and this is precisely the meaning the film’s director, Ishiro Honda, 
meant to convey. Honda had visited Hiroshima in 1946 and his experience wit 
nessing the aftermath of the atomic bomb became the inspiration for the film: 
“The number one question concerning [Gojira] was the fear connected to what 
was then known as the atomic bomb . . . .  [W]hen I returned from the war and 
passed through Hiroshima, there was a heavy atmosphere—a fear that the Earth 
was already coming to an end. That became my basis” (46).

The similarities and differences between the narratives and the cultural 
contexts of The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms and Gojira thus reveal the paradox of 
the Godzilla phenomenon: from its original inception, Godzilla represented an 
infatuation with and an imitation of American culture, while at the same time it 
also represented Japan’s victimization by and hostility toward America. And 
Godzilla films have a contradictory relationship not only to America, but also to 
Japan itself. In the 23 sequels made since 1954, Godzilla has gone back and forth 
from villain to hero, from a symbol of American colonization to a symbol of Japan’s 
sovereignty; sometimes he is neither one nor the other but rather something in 
between, what McConnell calls “a half-dream of vengeance coupled with a truly 
terrifying sense of self-annihilation” (119). And despite its message of peace, Kenji 
Sato points out that the original film’s success was largely due to its violence: 
“Most of the anti-war films were anti-aggression and anti-violence, but because 
Godzilla was not completely serious, it was actually more successful in exploring 
Japanese fears of war and destruction. There’s a sort of morbid fascination with 
the destruction in those movies” (qtd. in Stemgold 5).

While the violent elements of the original film have endured in its se 
quels, the anti-war message has not, and by the end of the ‘60s, reviewers were 
complaining that the premise of the Godzilla series “appeared to have run out of 
steam . . .  awaiting another ‘issue’ to take over from the nuclear war/U.S. occupa 
tion concerns” (Hardy 286). Toho attempted to give new relevance to Godzilla by 
casting him as the champion of environmentalism in Godzilla vs. the Smog Mon 
ster (1979). The theme of nuclear war eventually returned in Gojira (1984), when, 
after a hiatus of seven years, Toho attempted to remake the original 1954 film 
within the context o f ‘80s cold war politics, but in subsequent films, such as Godzilla 
vs. King Ghidora (1991), the cold war message disappears again and Godzilla is 
transformed into a protector against economic competition; the issues these films 
address are thus constantly adapting to fit their historical moment.

Several critics have already discussed the cultural work being done by
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Japanese viewers of Godzilla. They interpret these films as a “half-dream of ven 
geance,” an attempt to resolve national trauma and cope with the rapid transforma 
tion of Japanese culture after the war, and critics such as Chon Noriega have pointed 
out that Godzilla’s “original political message seems to be lost in America” (77, 
n28). But little attention has been paid to Godzilla’s reception by American fans, 
how the meanings of Godzilla have changed over time, how these meanings have 
been altered through Godzilla’s importation to America, and how American fans 
have constructed their own readings of these texts, giving them a whole new set of 
contradictory social messages which suggest the potential limitations of fan eth 
nography.

Like Godzilla, Toho itself was in many ways a product of World War II, 
having gained tremendous success through propaganda films, and the first Godzilla 
film was clearly an attempt to address a grieving nation. But while this has led 
many critics to interpret Godzilla as a symbol of Japan, the relationship between 
the two is much more complicated. Roughly speaking, the early film cycle (1954- 
1975) tends to expose Japan’s shame and embarrassment, while the later film cycle 
(1984-1995) marks an increase in national pride. Stuart Galbraith traces the roots 
of this change by examining how Japan’s own self-image changed between the 
‘60s and the ‘90s; in his discussion of Godzilla vs. King Ghidora (1991), for ex 
ample, he seems surprised by the film’s “fierce nationalism,” which he calls “an 
about-face [for] the studio” (289). To equate Godzilla with Japan’s own national 
identity, therefore, is to ignore the many changes in Godzilla’s and Japan’s history 
and to reduce the complexities of Japan’s own post-war self image.

An extension of this nationalistic interpretation is the common assump 
tion that Godzilla films are anti-American. The presence of Japanese and Ameri 
can versions of the same films may have contributed to this sense of competition 
between the two countries, but Godzilla was also influenced by American monster 
films, and even though Godzilla films were often re-edited for American release, 
many of these alterations were borrowed in later Toho films. In other words, the 
American versions often show creative collaboration between America and Japan, 
rather than commercial competition. For example, the first Gojira was radically 
altered for its American release by distributor Joseph E. Levine: the American 
version, Godzilla, King of the Monsters, included extensive amounts of new foot 
age as well as a new protagonist, an American reporter who narrated the events for 
an English-speaking audience. However, this American version was then success 
fully released in Japan as a “new” Godzilla film entitled Kaiju O Gojira (“Monster 
King Godzilla”) and the use of a reporter as narrator even became a staple of the 
genre. Subsequent films, such as King Kong vs. Godzilla (1962) and Monster Zero 
(1965), reveal an even closer collaboration between Toho and Hollywood. Henry 
Saperstein’s United Productions of America was involved in the production of
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Monster Zero from the very beginning, making the Japanese and American ver 
sions nearly identical. King Kong vs. Godzilla was based on Willis O’Brien’s screen 
play King Kong vs. Frankenstein; but when producer John Beck could get no fi 
nancing in Hollywood, he took the project to Toho, who replaced Frankenstein 
with Godzilla. King Kong vs. Godzilla has frequently been interpreted as a meta 
phorical battle between America and Japan, but the basis of this interpretation 
seems to lie in a false rumor that the film was made with two different endings, one 
for Japanese audiences, in which Godzilla wins, and one for American audiences, 
in which King Kong wins. David Kalat traces the source of this rumor to an article 
in Famous Monsters of Filmland in the late ‘70s, which was possibly reported 
from a press release by Henry Saperstein, and since then the rumor has become so 
well known that it was even repeated in an article by James Stemgold in The New 
York Times in 1995 (48). Stemgold also interprets time travelers in Godzilla vs. 
King Ghidorah as a threatening symbol of the American computer industry: “[their] 
aim is to force Japan to buy foreign computers. Sound familiar?” (5). This state 
ment reveals an assumed anti-American sentiment, but Galbraith refutes this no 
tion, claiming that while the film is “fiercely” nationalistic,

its American bashing is fairly slight....Of course, Wilson and 
Grenchiko are supposed to be renegades from the future and 
not representative Am ericans....After all, there are good 
Caucasian characters in the story.. ..Instead, the film expresses 
Japan’s uneasiness with its continued success in the world 
market ...and its perception by the rest of the world. (289)

Further complicating the notion that Godzilla films are anti-American, American 
filmmakers and distributors have influenced the creation and perpetuation of the 
Godzilla series throughout its duration, and Toho has always been eager to partici 
pate in the American market; the Japanese studio even owned several American 
movie theaters.

However, while these films are not anti-American, the differences in their 
American versions frequently alter their political significance in radical ways. For 
example, by cutting several scenes from Toho’s original Gojira, the American dis 
tributors of Godzilla, King o f the Monsters effectively erased its anti-war message. 
One of these scenes depicts two men who discuss having to return to the shelters 
they used during the war. In another deleted scene, a woman clutching her children 
laments the fact that she survived the bombing of Nagasaki only to be killed in a 
similar way by Godzilla. The deletion of these scenes is obviously meant to ob 
scure references to America’s use of the atomic bomb, and this is also accom 
plished through seemingly small changes which turn out to have larger ramifica 
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tions, such as the scene in which Serizawa must choose whether or not to use his 
Oxygen Destroyer to kill Godzilla. In this scene there is a moment of silence while 
everyone listens to a choir of children singing, and after listening to their song, 
Serizawa agrees to use the weapon. In the Japanese version, the children’s song is 
about disarmament, but in the American version, the viewers are told it is a song of 
mourning. This is another example where the original political message is not 
simply erased but rather re-written, with shocking results: the memory of the vic 
tims of Hiroshima thus becomes the justification for using the super weapon.

During the ‘60s and ‘70s, fewer changes were made to the American 
versions of Godzilla’s films, and these changes were mostly technical rather than 
political, such as altering aspect ratios and dubbing voices, which was often done 
so poorly it became a hallmark of the genre. But the entire structure of the Ameri 
can version of Gojira (1984), which was released as Godzilla 1985, was radically 
altered by its American distributors, and most of these changes served to dilute its 
criticism of the nuclear arms race. For example, in the Japanese version, a Soviet 
nuclear missile is launched accidentally and the Soviets attempt to stop it; the 
narrative thus addresses the dangers of possessing a large nuclear arsenal. In the 
American version, however, the Soviets launch the missile on purpose; this change, 
an obvious insertion of anti-Soviet propaganda, thus serves to justify a nuclear 
strategy of mutually assured destruction. The American producers also omitted a 
line spoken by the U.S. ambassador in the original Japanese version: “This is no 
time to be discussing principles!” This line, obviously intended as a satirical criti 
cism of U.S. foreign policy, clearly was omitted because it was assumed that Ameri 
cans would identify with the U.S. ambassador rather than the Japanese president 
and that this line would therefore threaten the American viewer’s sense of national 
pride. By eliminating the line, however, the American version of the film manages 
to disregard the fact that the promise of the film is precisely the simplicity and the 
clarity provided by the absence of any principles. As Susan Sontag argues in her 
essay “The Imagination of Disaster,” these films “reflect world-wide anxieties” 
while at the same time “they serve to allay them” (225); in other words, while 
reflecting their audience’s fear of nuclear war, they also calm those fears by de 
picting scenarios in which people survive nuclear war and nuclear policies seem 
sound and reasonable. For American audiences, therefore, the modified versions 
of these films create a fantasy that rationalizes the need not only for nuclear weap 
ons, but also for America’s role as defender of the free world.

However, the American versions of these films also contain new contra 
dictions and paradoxes of their own. The biggest contradiction in the American 
versions of Godzilla films is their simultaneous incorporation of serious drama 
and camp elements. As the series went on, American distributors increasingly tried 
to capitalize on the popular camp aspects of the films, but their attempts to sell the
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films as camp were often at odds with the films themselves. This is most clearly 
seen in Godzilla 1985, which Toho had originally planned as a re-make of the 
original Gojira. Toho had envisioned this film as a radical departure from the 
Godzilla films of the ‘70s, which had been marketed primarily to children, and a 
return to the serious horror and social commentary of the 1954 film. This intention 
was directly at odds with New World Pictures’ American marketing campaign, 
which included campy promotional trailers and the screening of Marv Newland’s 
humorous cartoon Bambi Meets Godzilla (1969) before the feature presentation. 
New World also filmed its own additional footage, in which characters often make 
inappropriate jokes that undercut the seriousness of the Japanese scenes. Because 
of these deep contradictions, it became increasingly difficult to determine what 
was intentional and what was coincidental, or what was comical and what was 
simply unintelligible, and this situation contributed to a great deal of confusion. 
For example, Detroit News reviewer Peter Ross, who wrote one of the few positive 
reviews of Godzilla 1985, claimed that part of the success of the picture was its 
“intentionally bad dubbing” (qtd. in Galbraith 270). Similar contradictions are cre 
ated by the deletion of the films’ intended message coupled with a re-emphasis of 
that message. For example, in two of the Godzilla films, Godzilla, King o f the 
Monsters and Godzilla 1985, new scenes were filmed around an American re 
porter named Steve Martin (played by Raymond Burr in both films) who narrates 
the story. In both films these narrators plead for the audience to learn a lesson from 
what they have witnessed, such as Martin’s closing statement in Godzilla 1985:

Nature has a way sometimes of reminding Man of just how 
small he is. She occasionally throws up terrible offsprings of 
our pride and carelesness, to remind us of how puny we really 
are in the face of a tornado, an earthquake, or a Godzilla. The 
reckless ambitions of Man are often dwarfed by their dangerous 
consequences. For now, Godzilla -that strangely innocent and 
tragic monster -has gone to earth. Whether he returns or not, 
or is never again seen by human eyes, the things he has taught 
us remain.

This statement would seem to correspond with the Japanese version’s anti-war 
message, but in the American version the content of this “lesson” has been com 
pletely erased from the film, just as the American version of the original Gojira 
deleted every mention of the bombing of Hiroshima or the Fukuryu Maru disaster.

According to John Tulloch and Henry Jenkins, contradictions such as 
these create narrative gaps which fans attempt to reseal and resolve in order to give 
new meaning to the text. While filmgoers have traditionally been seen as passive
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receptacles for a film’s ideological content, Tulloch and Jenkins trace the notion of 
an “active” reading position back to David Buxton, who argued that the television 
series Star Trek “cannot be seen in monolithic terms as the 'perfect’ expression of 
a dominant ideology” (17). Tulloch and Jenkins use this notion of ideological ten 
sions and contradictions as the basis for their own theory of fan participation in 
popular culture because “it suggests formal, textual spaces which invite an 'active 
audience’ process of working on the text” rather than simply positioning fan activ 
ity as occurring outside the text (44). For example, the recurring contradictions in 
the Godzilla series, its utopian desire for global peace coupled with its constant 
recreation of mass destruction, its call for nuclear disarmament coupled with its 
recreation of the justifiable response scenario, and its critique of America’s coloni 
zation of Japan coupled with its fascination with American culture, work to create 
ambiguities in the text which allow readers to develop their own reading forma 
tions. And American Godzilla fans are working not only to resolve these ambigu 
ities, but also to respond to the larger contradictions created by the mainstream 
culture’s reading of the texts, particularly American movie reviewers’ claims that 
Godzilla represents Japan’s national identity and that the films voice anti-Ameri 
can sentiments. Godzilla fans frequently construct their own narratives about 
Godzilla, illustrating their active engagement with the films and their awareness 
of how the films are structured. These “fan fictions” often depict Godzilla interact 
ing with American characters, such as Godzilla vs. Beavis and Butthead, Godzilla 
vs. Pinky and the Brain, or even Godzilla vs. Xena, which indicates a desire to fit 
Godzilla into mainstream American popular culture, to resolve the tensions be 
tween the American and the Japanese Godzilla, and thus to transform Godzilla 
into an American icon.

In the past, critics have often dismissed American Godzilla fans as imma 
ture, at best, and, at worst, as agents of American colonialism. For example, at the 
same time Noriega claims that Godzilla’s political meaning is lost in its importa 
tion to America, he adds that Godzilla films, for Americans, merely “resolve and 
alleviate the contradictions inherent in childhood and puberty” (77). This claim is 
supported by much of the fan literature, particularly pieces written by fans who 
grew up in the '70s, during the period when Toho was marketing Godzilla films 
specifically to children (roughly 1969-1975); many fans vividly recall the moment 
in their childhood when they first saw a Godzilla film, and they are often senti 
mental in their characterization of these episodes (Conte; Kalat 243-244). How 
ever, Noriega’s approach to fan culture focuses on the “reading position” the text 
creates; he argues that the films’ ideal reader is Japanese, and that the “other” in 
the film represents America, which is why the American reception of these films is 
bereft of meaning. In other words, Noriega disregards the activities of these fans 
because he ignores the possibility of textual ambiguity, which is the foundation of
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Tulloch and Jenkins’ approach to fan culture. What is missing in Noriega’s study, 
therefore, is an analysis of how American Godzilla fans actually use these texts. 
Many fans are extremely aware of the cultural differences between Godzilla films 
and American monster movies and are attentive to their political and social mes 
sages. Others complain that too much is being read into the films, that they should 
be appreciated simply for their aesthetics. And yet a third group follows the “it’s so 
good it’s bad” philosophy and appreciates these films as humorous camp, regard 
ing the poorly dubbed and re-edited American releases as superior to the slick 
special effects of Hollywood. An analysis of Godzilla fan culture in America, there 
fore, appears much more complicated and varied than previous critics have as 
sumed.

The utopian ideal which Godzilla fans most highly cherish is the prin 
ciple of “global understanding through Godzilla.” In on-line chat rooms, Godzilla 
fans not only discuss their views and opinions about the films, but they also ad 
dress issues of racism and stereotyping, issues they consider an inherent part of 
their fan project. They often recount experiences of suffering from discrimination, 
as well as times they were able to realize and overcome their own prejudices. For 
example, in one chat room session, a fan nicknamed “Gamera” talked about his 
experience getting to know an African-American, and another fan named “Gwangi” 
related a similar story about getting to know a punk, someone he normally would 
not have talked to. What is surprising about this exchange is that while Gamera 
and Gwangi implied that their liberal thinking was inspired by their love for 
Godzilla, neither of their accounts makes this connection explicit. Gamera said he 
was even surprised he could make friends with someone who wasn’t a fan of 
Godzilla, and Gwangi said he got to know his punk friend through playing role- 
playing games rather than watching or discussing Godzilla films. Another fan named 
“Zillafag” discussed the abuses he suffered in high school for being gay, and he 
drew a connection between his love for Godzilla and his ability to come out of the 
closet. A fourth fan named “Battra” voiced encouragement for the other three: 
“That’s one (of the 100s of billions) of cool things about Godzilla. It really unites 
people . . .  we all share a love for Godzilla.” But the other three fans implied that 
Godzilla was not simply a product they all loved, but rather Godzilla films foster a 
way of thinking about social relations which they all embraced. The great irony of 
this philosophy, of course, is that Godzilla films are entirely organized around 
scenes of mass carnage and destruction, and it is unclear how mutual love of de 
struction can have the effect of fostering good will. In other words, rather than 
intervening in order to resolve contradictions in the text, the cultural work being 
done by American Godzilla fans seems to merely compound these contradictions 
and make the text even more ambiguous.

Another example of this “global understanding through Godzilla” phi-
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losophy can be seen on Zillafag’s personal webpage, Godzilla: Out and Proud, 
where he performs a close reading of the film Godzilla vs. Megaton (1973) which 
reveals that Godzilla is actually gay. While this reading is clearly not intended to 
be taken seriously, Godzilla does make a very serious statement, “BE OUT! BE 
OPEN! AND SOMEDAY WE WILL BE FREE!,” which suggests that simply 
entertaining the possibility of Godzilla being gay could help to forward gay rights. 
This strategy of performing close readings in order to transfonn Godzilla into a 
marginal figure can also be seen in fan debates over Godzilla’s gender. For ex 
ample, many fans claim that Godzilla is actually female; according to the films, 
they argue, the original Godzilla died in the 1954 film and the monster in the 
sequel, Gigantis, the Fire Monster (1955), was supposed to be his mate, who re 
mained the star of the series through 1975. Other fans, such as Barry Goldberg, 
take this textual analysis a step further, using the time travel narrative of Godzilla 
vs. King Ghidora to show that Godzilla’s origin is constantly being rewritten, that 
there is no continuity in the series, and that therefore neither position can be ad 
equately supported. This lack of continuity thus forms a gap or a contradiction in 
the text, and discussions of Godzilla’s gender become an attempt to resolve this 
contradiction, to reseal the gap by re-inscribing continuity where it is lacking. 
What this debate exposes, however, is that such activity is fruitless because it re 
quires an interpretive foundation among fans which is absent: Goldberg’s argu 
ment is a convincing one, but it effectively erases the text as a source of interpre 
tation, thus preventing discussion on this or any other issue.

Jenkins uses Stanley Fish’s notion of an “interpretive community” to ex 
plain how a fan culture becomes “institutionalized,” how it develops into an active 
community of readers: “A certain common ground, a set of shared assumptions, 
interpretive and rhetorical strategies, inferential moves, semantic fields and meta 
phors, must exist as preconditions for meaningful debate over specific interpreta 
tions” (89). While American Godzilla fan culture is clearly attempting to resolve 
the contradictions and ambiguities in the text, it seems to lack this interpretive 
groundwork. It is a culture without a dominant metaphor, representing a new prob 
lem for fan ethnography. For many fans, the number of contradictions and ambi 
guities in the text seems insurmountable, and they prefer to simply enjoy these 
films at a level beyond interpretation, as unintelligible comedies. For others, these 
ambiguities mark a cultural prejudice which they hope to undo, and the promise of 
their reading formations is an “acultural” or non-judgmental interpretation. Ac 
cording to Bill Warren, for example, to complain that Japanese science fiction 
films fail to “meet American standards of realism is being culturally jingoistic” 
(129); therefore, if viewers are able to “watch [these] pictures . . . with at least an 
effort toward being acultural, the films are far more rewarding on every level” 
(670). And for yet a third group of fans, these claims of cultural awareness have
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stretched beyond simply the viewing of the films and have become a much broader 
project of equality and acceptance which seems completely divorced from the text 
itself. In other words, the reading formations of American Godzilla fans have nei 
ther a fixed text nor a fixed interpretation, and it is impossible to draw any safe 
conclusions about what Godzilla represents to them. Perhaps this extreme muta 
bility is also the secret of Godzilla’s enduring popularity and the reason for its easy 
naturalization in American culture. While these films have never set box office 
records, Godzilla continues to have a remarkably long and successful career as a 
mythical symbol of infinite adaptation, transformation, and interpretation.

University of Iowa Anthony Enns
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“A Most Remarkable Writer”: 
The Symon Myles Mysteries 

and the Non-Series Hero

In his study of what he called “the super-selling giants” of the publishing 
industry, J. Kenneth Van Dover noted that by the early 1970s, the most impressive 
worldwide sales records were held by three genre novelists, all of whom had writ 
ten crime/suspense stories, exploited the popular literary device of the series char 
acter, and ultimately contributed the name of that character to the common Ameri 
can lexicon. In accounting for the name recognition of Perry Mason, Mike Ham 
mer and James Bond, and for the commercial success of their creators, Van Dover 
pointed out that while popular writers by definition must cater to their audience, 
often by writing varied fiction on topical issues, Erie Stanley Gardner, Mickey 
Spillane, and Ian Fleming “hit upon a prototype...which can be endlessly dupli 
cated with only nominal variations and yet continue to attract extremely large au 
diences” (5).

This model of success would remain tantalizing for many aspiring writ 
ers on both sides of the Atlantic. In Britain during the early 1970s, a former Uni 
versity of London philosophy student, then journalist, issued three “sub-Mickey 
Spillane” mystery thrillers (Zuckerman qtd. in McDowell 94) in quick succession 
to some modest commercial success. The first book, The Big Needle, appeared in 
1974 and was followed a few months later by The Big Black, promoted by its 
publishers as “the second in the enormously successful thriller series featuring 
Apples Carstairs, by the remarkable young writer Symon Myles” (back cover). 
‘Myles’ went on to pen one more mystery in the Apples Carstairs series, The Big 
//// (1975), and a review culled for its cover claimed that “Apples Carstairs is fast 
becoming literature’s new cult figure.”

Despite such hyperbole and hard-sell tactics, “Myles” abandoned the se 
ries that same year. “I was trying to write a big best seller by creating a hero that 
would captivate the readers of the world. The Apples books fell a long way short!” 
he has said about his earliest novels (“early” 2). Turning from the Apples myster 
ies, he attempted one more crime series—this time about industrial espionage— 
publishing two “Piers Roper” novels under his own name—Ken Follett— before 
going on to many other genuinely successful popular novels such as Eye o f the 
Needle (1978), The Pillars o f the Earth (1989), and Code to Zero (2000). But in 
assessing Follett’s current place in popular literature and in the history of the thriller, 
some critics have maintained that despite Follett’s renown, the lack of a memo 
rable series character to link his more than twenty novels may have resulted in a
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more limited influence on the crime genre and on the reading public than Agatha 
Christie, John Le Carre and others may have had. This article will demonstrate 
that Follett’s rapid development in craft across two of his earliest novels worked 
against the “endless duplication with only nominal variations” required in a best 
selling series; by the end of the third Apples Carstairs novel, Follett had simply 
outgrown the form.

The first of the Apples Carstairs’ mysteries, The Big Needle, has been 
discussed at length elsewhere, and the circumstances of its publication are fairly 
well known. Working as a reporter for the London Evening News and facing finan 
cial pressures, Follett learned of publishing opportunities with Everest Books. A 
fellow reporter had sold a mystery novel for £200, and Follett sat down to mirror 
his success. Within weeks, he had produced The Big Needle and received a similar 
payment. As might be expected, there is a derivative quality to the book, with many 
scenes underwritten and overly reliant on dialogue. What gives the book some origi 
nality, however, is a ‘swinging England’ atmosphere and the attempt to create a 
series hero who avoids, even reverses, the tough-guy cliche. Instead of being the 
cynical, marginal professional who inhabits an atmosphere of near-failure, Follett’s 
central character is a successful real estate investor who is cheerfully involved in a 
menage a trois. Rather than being clean-shaven and steel-jawed, Apples is a “middle- 
aged trendy” (21) with a potbelly and a drooping Zapata moustache.

Serialized in the London Evening News, translated into German, and ini 
tially published in the United States under the parodic title The Big Apple, this 
early success encouraged Follett to write a second Big mystery for Everest Books; 
it was begun almost immediately after the completion of the first novel and pub 
lished a few months later.

Of the three Apples Carstairs mysteries, this second one, The Big Black, 
remains the weakest. Not only does the reader encounter formula devices, from 
the imperative first-person point-of-view (used also in The Big Needle) to the “hectic 
race against time” (frontispiece) and the frequent discovery of dead bodies, but the 
dialogue is often wooden, trite, or used to pad scenes. When Apples travels to New 
York City, which Follett had not yet visited in 1974, the novel descends into the 
melodramatic cliches gleaned from gangster movies, ‘blaxspoitation’ films of the 
1970s, and caper stories such as “The Sting.” Carstairs, for example, along with a 
hotel detective, discovers: “...a crumpled, pathetic body on the floor. I knelt down 
and put my hand inside the nylon windcheater. He was dead. I stood up again. 'So 
this is New York,’ I said.” (115). The “asphalt jungle” cliche is used throughout 
this later section of the book, with Carstairs opining that New York is as far from 
civilization as one can get (116) and that “the slums of the East side [are] mugging 
territory..., littered with rubbish, human and otherwise” (138).

Such borrowing from the American crime genre occurs throughout the
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text and includes references to The Great Gatsby, which had been made into a 
popular film in 1974. In addition, the title itself (as with the other titles in the Big 
series) suggests a basic indebtedness to two classics of hard-boiled detective fic 
tion: Chandler’s The Big Sleep (1939) and Spillane’s The Big Kill (1951). In a 
scene reminiscent of the greenhouse encounter between General Sternwood and 
Phillip Marlowe in Chandler’s novel, Follett’s Carstairs confronts an elderly Lord 
Dath, who clutches a dressing gown around his waist, is asthmatic, and whose 
‘loose-living’ daughter is also being blackmailed by an unscrupulous photogra 
pher (106). As with Mike Hammer’s conflicts with a series of gangsters in The Big 
Kill, Carstairs must enter the sanctum of ‘Mr. Big.’ Consequently, the violence is 
sometimes Spillane-esque as well, with Carstairs flicking “on the switch of the 
lamp” and hearing “a howl of pain as 250 volts jabbed through the body of the man 
who was opening the door” (128).

Although certain suspense scenes in the novel seem much more fully 
developed than comparable scenes in The Big Needle, with reflection, expansion 
upon a moment, and a more leisurely pacing to heighten the tension, Follett has 
admitted that “my early books were all too brisk and things happened too quickly” 
(“on keye’” 2). In addition, the burden of writing a series and working with mul 
tiple plot strands may have also diminished the effectiveness of such scenes. Be 
cause incidents from the first novel, rather than forming adventures slyly alluded 
to by a Dr. Watson, instead become character motivation, the writer sometimes has 
to stop the story in order to re-narrate:

“And remember what happened before...” Once before the two 
of us had left Babs at home while we galloped off to indulge in 
battle, murder and sudden death. She had been kidnaped and 
tortured...I dismissed the thought from my mind. (68)

Moreover, because the writer wants to work in the inherited form of the hard- 
boiled detective series, with all its complications of plot, its murkiness and its 
general obfuscation, scenes that might otherwise have been dramatic become con 
fusing because the reader forgets what’s at stake. Later, Follett learned that a story 
needs “a big dramatic question that [engages] the reader from beginning to end” 
(Blockbuster 3), but for now, as a character in The Big Black puts it, the action has 
been over “manipulating the London underworld, Fleet Street, Scotland Yard, 
Interpol and the international stock market” (102). Scenes seem separable and 
dispensable. It is almost as if Follett were trying to write different kinds of novels 
within the general framework of crime/suspense.

This latent interest in writing different kinds of novels is an indication 
that Follett was in essence rebelling against the confines of the form. The Big
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Black is a high finance novel, murder mystery, revenge saga and social realist 
piece—all literary categories that Follett would work with more competently in 
later years. Even the fascination with medieval cathedrals is brought into The Big 
Black when Carstairs absorbs “the eternity-feeling from the centuries-old stone, 
the carved font, the vaulted nave and the rugged carpentry of the seven-hundred- 
year-old main door,” and is prompted to reflect on “love and hatred, peace and 
aggravation..., life and death” (68-69).

But the clearest evidence of Follett’s chafing against the restraints of a 
series is in his treatment of the title character, a treatment both formulaic and so 
cial realist. The big, black man of the title is Joshua D. Hind, a migrant from 
Alabama to New York, a war hero and victim of discrimination, a gunrunner and 
head of a powerful crime syndicate. While there is some effort to soften the por 
trayal of this predator by including his life story, he remains essentially agrotesque, 
“an awesome Negro villain operating behind a cloak of respectability in a New 
York skyscraper” (frontispiece). Follett has observed that the book “is very politi 
cally incorrect” by today’s standards (“re: papers”), and if the characterization of 
Hind is one more example of the “casual racism endemic in the tough-guy fiction” 
of the era (Van Dover 104), the placement of Hind’s scenes is anything but deriva 
tive. In a feint at experimentation, Follett suspends the standard first-person point- 
of-view considered essential in this type of story. By telling Hind’s story in the 
third person through a prologue, an “interlude” and an epilogue, Follett inches 
slightly away from a central series hero and towards a non-series protagonist unique 
to each novel. This use of the third-person point-of-view, however, encompasses 
less that one-tenth of the total novel, or about five pages.

By the time Follett wrote the last of the Apples Carstairs mysteries, he 
had already moved to Everest Books as an assistant editor and was working on 
what would become The Shakeout (1975), an industrial thriller and examination of 
society written entirely in the third person. The Big Hit, therefore, serves in large 
part as a transitional work and one in which Follett could further experiment with 
the third-person point-of-view and in the depiction of social setting. In this novel, 
the five separate “backtracks” (which become largely studies of interesting per 
sonalities in the music industry) comprise more than a third of the complete novel. 
Some fifty-seven pages, therefore, make use of a limited omniscient perspective, 
resulting in a new voice which not only emerges, but takes over.

Two long sections are devoted to Winston Divine, “a beautifully 
supercilious...tall, elegant black man with powerful shoulders and a handsome 
face” (9). Follett’s use of name symbolism early in his career is overt: Winston 
Divine, a Londoner, is deified through his last name; Joshua Hind, the American 
black, is at the lower end, and if the sympathetic portrayal of a black man in the 
third novel seems a deliberate reversal of the gross stereotype indulged in previ 



The Symon Myles Mysteries 51

ously, it also allows for a more authentic depiction of a cultural context. Unlike the 
purely imagined New York in The Big Black, Follett sets The Big Hit exclusively 
in England. “In those early days,” he has acknowledged, “I didn’t do much re 
search. Instead, I used backgrounds that I knew. Apples lives in London and knows 
neighborhoods, like Wapping and Bethnal Green, that I had been to as a reporter” 
(“early” 2). And Follett had been around the music scene much of his life, both as 
an amateur blues musician and as a music reviewer for the South Wales Echo. As a 
result, the book (at least in the initial sections and through the use of “backtracks”) 
seems not so much about crime as about a time and place where “[t]he kids could 
not get enough of the music of Chuck Berry, Bo Diddley, the Miracles, and the 
other black Americans admired and copied by the English blues groups” (17). 
Even the book’s title, which at first seems indebted to the thriller genre, ultimately 
suggests a completely different orientation. Eventually, the reader learns that ‘the 
big hit’ refers not to a gambler’s stake or to a gangster’s murder but to the obses 
sive dream of record producers, musicians and agents for a cultural breakthrough.

In three additional “backtracks,” Follett creates portraits of other inter 
esting denizens of the pop music scene—Charlie Royal, an offshore broadcaster; 
Billy Quitonne, a band manager; and Adrian Thrace, a studio executive—and if at 
times the novel reads like a string of short stories or feature articles on aspects of 
the music subculture, the emphasis on character study and on social milieu sug 
gests a further abandonment of the strict hard-boiled thriller form. Rather than 
containing quickly rising action and tough-guy heroes, the first forty pages pass 
without a single murder. Instead, the mystery in this opening section appears to be 
the mystery of personality, with Carstairs becoming a kind of psychological inves 
tigator, wondering what’s alienated Winston, “—drugs, a woman, a nervous break 
down on the way—could be anything” (13), and with Winston similarly pondering 
the enigma of who Carstairs is:

He was a cool cat, that Apples. Must be rich, with that car and 
this business. And he was old, to be so interested in music. He 
was always down at the Worried Man, groovin’ with the kids 
and pulling the birds. Yet there was something withdrawn about 
him, as if he didn’t want to let you too far into his life in case he 
had to shoot you down one day. (21-22)

Switching back and forth between two fundamentally different points-of-view, 
both in terms of the pronoun used and the outlook, could have resulted in consid 
erable inconsistency of approach. Here, however, the alternation of first-person 
narrative with third-person “backtrack” at first works to the text’s advantage. So 
long as the book focuses on the alienation of two friends, these alternating points-
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of-view not only contrast but dramatize the characters’ distance from each other, 
and thus their miscommunication.

But Follett has stated that his early works don’t always hold up very well 
(qtd. in McDowell 98), and once Winston is killed the text seems to change direc 
tion, compensating for the lack of violence in the first half with a Spillane-esque 
avowal to exact revenge (72) and with violent actions seemingly every few pages 
after that. As if obliged to write formula from then on, Follett tosses in several 
more murders, a gunfight, a solution of the mystery (with clues conveniently with 
held from the reader), and a Depression-era musical comedy ending in which the 
hero buys the business for the workers. In addition, absent the larger thematic 
purposes for the contrasting points-of-view, the character studies now seem pur 
poseless and the story becomes diffused. As A1 Zuckerman, Follett’s agent of long 
standing, has noted, Follett’s early novels sometimes contain too many “point-of- 
view characters, most of whom appear in one chapter and disappear in the next. 
The reader meets and develops an interest in a character, looks forward to spend 
ing more time with [him], but instead keeps getting faced with new people” (112).

Nevertheless, these ‘apprenticeship’ novels served a purpose; at the very 
least, they perhaps demonstrated to Follett that the mystery series, with its “end 
lessly duplicated” characters, plots, scenes and attitudes (Van Dover 5), was not 
the right vehicle for his more wide-ranging interests. He has since written books 
on Scottish coal mines, a Victorian banking crisis, luxury air travel, and the launching 
of a space satellite. Today, he assesses his earliest efforts and other ‘hack work’ as 
flawed but useful: “[It] was good for me,” he has said. “Like an unknown rock 
band touring the provinces and playing little clubs night after night, I was getting 
better by working all the time” (“early” 4).

Saginaw Valley State University Carlos Ramet
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Reuben James: Sailor, Ship, Song

Of all forms of media, none are so personal, so personalized, or so perva 
sive, as music. Personal in that everyone finds his or her own meaning for the 
words and melody. Personalized in that we all use music for different things. Per 
vasive in that music can be used by all other media forms as a means of expres 
sion, of setting a mood, or of communicating feelings, attitudes and beliefs. In 
short, music is an almost transnational form of communication that can both bridge 
gaps and build walls.

From the earliest days of the republic to the present, music and songs 
such as “Yankee Doodle,” “Rally ‘round the Flag,” and even “I’ll Be a Cranky Old 
Yank in My Clanky Old Tank on the Streets of Yokohama with My Honolulu 
Mama Doing the Beat-O, Beat-O, Flat on My Seat-0 Blues,” have, at some level, 
been used to inspire troops, rally citizenry and tell the story of battles fought and 
won. Everyone remembers the patriotic standards, and perhaps some can even 
remember the battles by which they were inspired. Other songs may not be “patri 
otic” in the traditional sense, but still tell stories of bravery and duty, war and 
combat. For example, one song that comes to mind is Johnny Horton’s 1960 hit, 
“Sink the Bismarck.” But one song in particular is in a very peculiar position: most 
people seem to know the words to the song, many can hum the tune, and some can 
remember the event sung about. But, oddly enough, few people are able to link the 
event, the words and the melody. That event was the sinking of the U.S.S. Reuben 
James (DD-245) on Oct. 31,1941. The song was written by Woody Guthrie during 
World War II, and then repopularized by the Kingston Trio in the 1960s. The melody, 
taken from an old Civil War song that was rejuvenated by the Carter family, and 
then borrowed by Guthrie, was “Wildwood Flower.”

The Battle for the North Atlantic
Even before the United States officially entered World War II in Decem 

ber 1941, the U.S. Navy was engaged in a shooting war with Germany. In fact, as 
far back as November 1939, Congress had repealed the Neutrality Act and allowed 
war materials to be supplied on a “cash and carry” basis (Roskill, 612), and there 
had been numerous encounters between German and American forces :

—On November 8,1940, the S.S. City ofRayville struck a mine 
and was sunk.
—On April 10,1941, the U.S.S Niblack dropped depth charges 
on a U-boat.



54 Popular Culture Review

—In May 1941 a U-boat sunk the U.S. merchant ship Robin
Moore, and other ships were attacked as the summer wore on
(Shirer, 882).
—On July 19,1941, the U.S. Navy was ordered to escort ship 
ping of any nationality to and from Iceland. (Roskill, 612)

On the German side, Grand Admiral Erich Raeder, commander in chief 
of the German navy, had issued orders that U-boats were not to attack American 
ships unless attacked first (Shirer, 883). But when both aides were armed, and U.S. 
warships responded to an attack on a convoy, the question of who shot first was 
certainly open to question. For example, on September 4, 1941, the U.S.S. Greer, 
200 miles south of Iceland, was told by the crew of a British patrol plane that a U- 
boat was about 10 miles ahead. The Greer made contact, and tracked the Nazi 
submarine for about three hours. At that point the U-652 fired two torpedoes at the 
destroyer, which replied with a depth charge attack (Potter & Nimitz, 82; Roskill, 
472). President Roosevelt responded to the attack by ordering the Navy to “shoot 
on sight,” and said that German and Italian ships entering the American defense 
zone “do so at their own peril.”

Tensions escalated on October 17, 1941, when the U.S.S. Kearney came 
to the aid of SC (slow convoy) 48, which was being attacked by a wolf pack some 
400 miles south of Iceland. During the battle the Kearney became silhouetted by a 
burning freighter, and the commander of U-568 took the opportunity to fire at the 
destroyer. Although the Kearney suffered 11 casualties, she made it back to port in 
Iceland for repairs.

Then on Oct. 31, 1941, came the most serious incident of all, when the 
U.S.S. Reuben James, escorting convoy HX 156 about 700 miles west of Ireland, 
was sunk with a loss of all seven officers and 93 men. Only 44 (or 45, depending 
on the source) were saved.

The “unofficial” nature of the pre-Pearl Harbor losses can easily be seen 
in Fleet Admiral Ernest J. King’s 1946 Report to the Secretary of the Navy, U.S. 
Navy at War. In his appendix, “Losses of United States Naval Vessels,” the admiral 
begins his count from Dec. 7, 1941, thus ignoring all that had gone before.

Reuben James: The Man and the Ship
The namesake of the U.S.S Reuben James was bom about 1776 in present 

day Delaware, Ohio, and became famous when he saved the life of Lieutenant 
Stephen Decatur during the Barbary Wars (Anonymous; Office of the Chief of 
Naval Information; Pike).

James had served on a number of ships, including the frigate U.S.S. Con 
stellation, and on Feb. 16, 1804, was one of a group of volunteers who attempted
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to bum the U.S.S. Philadelphia after its capture by pirates at Tripoli. The ship had 
run aground, and Boatswain’s Mate Reuben James, among others, entered the har 
bor under cover of darkness and boarded the ship to prevent its use by the pirates. 
They were met by a number of pirates, and James was wounded in the battle. 
Nevertheless, when one of the pirates was about to kill Decatur, James stepped 
between the two and took the sword-blow intended for his commander.

James recovered from his injuries, and went on to serve in the Navy until 
he was forced to retire because of declining health brought on by his wounds, in 
January 1836. He died at the U.S. Naval Hospital in Washington, D.C., on Dec. 3, 
1838.

As for the ship that would bear his name (the history and details of the 
sinking of the U.S.S. Reuben James is documented in numerous sources, includ 
ing, Pike; Clancy; Topp, 1-5), work on the U.S.S. Reuben James was begun when 
the keel was laid down on April 2, 1919 at the New York Ship Building Corp. The 
ship was launched on Oct. 4, 1919, and commissioned on Sept. 24, 1920. Cmdr. 
Gordon W. Hines was the first commander.

The basic description of the Reuben James varies from source to source, 
and these dimensions and details are outlined in the table below:

Ships of the 
U.S. Navy

Dictionary of American 
NavalFighting Ships

Class Clemson
Displacement 1,190 tons
Length 314’ 4 ” 314’ 5”
Beam 30’ 8” 3 r  8”
Draft 9 ’ 3” 14' 1”
Speed 35 knots
Armament 4 4”/50, 1 3”/23, 12x3 21” torpedo tubes
Machinery Twin screws, geared turbine engines, 27,000 horsepower
Complement 149 || 101 or 144 (both numbers listed)

(Information gathered from: http://www.ibiblo.org/hyperwar. 
USN/ships/DD/DD-245_ReubenJames.html and 
http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/ships/dafs/DD/dd245/html)

The Reuben James was first assigned to the Atlantic fleet, and then sta 
tioned in the Mediterranean in 1921 and 1922. She returned to New York, and was 
then sent to patrol along the coast of Nicaragua to interdict weapons shipments in 
1926. She eventually went to Philadelphia, where she was decommissioned on 
Jan. 20, 1931.

http://www.ibiblo.org/hyperwar
http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/ships/dafs/DD/dd245/html
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Reuben James was recommissioned on March 9, 1932, and served in the 
Atlantic and Caribbean during the Cuban revolution. In 1934, she transferred to 
San Diego and participated in exercises designed to test the effectiveness of air 
craft carriers. In January 1939 the ship returned to the Atlantic Fleet, and in Sep 
tember joined the Neutrality Patrol.

In March 1941, the Reuben James joined escort forces whose mission 
was to guard convoys traveling between the United States and a point west of 
Ireland, where responsibility for safe passage to England would transfer to the 
British fleet. Although she was based in Hvalfjordur, Iceland, she sailed from 
Argentia, Newfoundland, on October 23, 1941, with four other destroyers, U.S.S 
Tarbell (DD 142), U.S.S. Benson (DD 421), U.S.S. Hilary P Jones (DD 427) and 
U.S.S. Niblack (DD 424), to guard the eastbound convoy HX-156, which had left 
Nova Scotia, and was traveling at about nine knots

Opposing the convoy was a new submarine group, Stosstrupp (“shock 
troops”), which included the type VII-C U-552, commanded by Erich Topp, who 
had been out on patrol since October 25. The U-boat had been nicknamed the “Red 
Devil Boat” because of two dancing red devils painted on the conning tower, “one 
holding up the torch of life, the other the torch of death and destruction” (Topp, 8).

Of the five escort destroyers, only the Niblack (the same destroyer in 
volved in the April 10, 1941, incident mentioned earlier) had radar, and was at the 
rear of the convoy. Reuben James was stationed about 2,000 yards on the port side 
of the middle of the convoy. The convoy was not zigzagging. At about 5:25 a.m. 
(some sources say it was 5:39), near position 51° 59’ north longitude and 27° 05’ 
west latitude (almost due west of Ireland and south southwest of Iceland), Reuben 
James turned to investigate a strong direction-finding bearing and ended up be 
tween an ammunition ship and the known location of German U-boats. She was 
then struck by one of two torpedoes fired from U-552, and her magazine exploded, 
blowing off the entire forward section, as far back as the fourth smokestack. The 
rear section stayed afloat for about 20 minutes, and during her final plunge several 
depth charges exploded, killing more sailors who were in the water. The ammuni 
tion ship made it safely to England.

The number of casualties seems to be open to debate, as the following 
table shows (all agree that all seven officers, all of whom were berthed in the 
forward section, were killed). Note that not all sources list all three categories 
shown below, and “derived” figures are shown in parentheses (for example, the 
U.S. Navy records cited in this article indicate there were 160 crew members, of 
whom 45 survived. The figure of 115 killed was thus “derived” by this author).
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Source Ship’s Company Killed Survived
Albrecht 100
Associated Press, “Memorial honors” 105 45
Associated Press, “Memorial to men” 105
Blair, 1996, 375 (160) 115 45
Clancy (144) 100 44
Kennedy 147 (105) 42
Morrison, 94 About 160 (About 115) 45
Pike (144) 100 44
Public Affairs Office, U.S. Navy 160 (115) 45
Ringle 115
Shirer, 883 (145) 100 45
Thackrey 45
Weinstein and Cohen About 150 (About 106) 44

One survivor, Samuel Onne, explained the discrepancy between 44 and 
45 survivors, although his number of total crew numbers (147) does not match the 
official numbers supplied by the U.S. Navy:

We got them out of the water as fast as we could___For a long
time we thought just 44 had survived, from the 147 who were 
on board. Later, it turned out another man had been rescued — 
and got lost in the shuffle. Things were kind of confusing that 
night, (quoted in Thackrey).

Years later, Tom Turnbull described the sinking: “I was just getting ready to go 
down to my bunk. 1 had just gone in a hatchw ay, getting ready to go down a ladder 
to our compartment and there was a roar, and the whole front of the ship lifted up 
and it was gone. Gone in an instant” (quoted in Weinstein and Cohen). Another 
survivor, Norman F. Hingula, remembers being saved by, of all things, a depth 
charge:

The stem kept floating for about five minutes and I thought 
maybe I’d better stay with her. But just as 1 grabbed on to reboard 
her, she started down. The suction was taking me with her and 
I was struggling against it when underwater 1 heard this 
“CLINK!” It was a depth charge from one of the stem racks 
arming itself. The arming lanyards had pulled loose and it was 
set to explode at a depth of 50 feet (quoted in Ringle).
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The blast blew him out of the water, but he fell back under again, and a second 
depth charge exploded under him. He was eventually rescued with minor injuries. 
The exploding depth charges, however, did more harm than good. Said survivor 
George F. Giehrl, “If it hadn’t been for those depth charges, we probably would 
have had another 40 or 50 survivors. Some were knocked unconscious. Others 
were tom apart” (quoted in Ringle).

Other fatalities resulted when blast from the torpedo and exploding maga 
zine destroyed the ship’s two lifeboats. As a result, only three balsa rafts remained 
for the survivors to cling to. William N. Bergstrasse also survived the carnage:

I had just come off watch, out of the engine room, and that is 
why I’m alive, I guess. I was aft — and then, I was in the water.
I know I got picked up pretty quick. It would of had to be quick.
The water was so cold it would kill you in no time. But it didn’t 
seem quick. It seemed like a long time (quoted in Thackrey).

Crewman R.J. Carr, who was slightly injured in the attack, said “the Rube” 
sacrificed herself, just like James did in the Barbary Wars:

No chance at all the Germans fired that torpedo at the Reuben 
James. It was aimed at one of the freighters or tankers — they’d 
never waste a fish on a tin can like the old Rube. She took a 
blow that was aimed at someone else . . . just like her name 
sake! (quoted in Thackrey).

Others, however, say the Reuben James was, in fact, the target: “Topp 
simultaneously attacked one of the destroyers with two torpedoes and got off a 
contact report. Topp’s target was the four-stack destroyer Reuben James. ...” (Blair, 
1996, p. 375). Topp himself said, “ ...in the dawn hours of October 31, 1941, I 
attacked and sank an escort vessel out of a British convoy” (Topp, 3).

Despite the sinking, many in the United States downplayed the incident: 
President Roosevelt said it would not result in any policy changes vis-a-vis Ger 
many. Others put an optimistic face on the sinking: “[I]n view of the system of 
naval operation, it is probable that other destroyers were on the scene . . .  and there 
is at least an even chance that the submarine which won this victory did not long 
survive it” (Hurd).

Topp, however, did survive the sinking of the Reuben James, which added 
to his eventual total kill of 34 ships for 185,434 tons. On April 11, 1942, Hitler 
himself announced over the radio that Topp was being awarded oak leaves for his 
Knight’s Cross (Ritterkreuz). Later that month Hitler later personally presented
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the award to Topp at Wolfsschanze. By the end of the war, Topp, who had left U- 
552 to command the 27th Flotilla in the Training Command in Gotenhafen (now 
Gdynia, Poland), had the fourth highest number of ships sunk and the fifth highest 
tonnage sunk (Blair, 1998, p. 813). He had also added the Crossed Swords to his 
Knight’s Cross, also personally presented by Hitler in the fall of 1942.

After the war, Topp became a fisherman and an architect. He later re 
joined the navy, served as chief of staff, and was promoted to rear admiral in the 
Bundesmarine.

Reuben James: Music, Words, Song
Any vocal song is, of course, comprised of music and words. And al 

though the song “Ruben James” is popularly attributed to Woody Guthrie, the 
music, as discussed below, can be traced back to the Civil War.

In 1941, Guthrie, Pete Seeger, Lee Hays and Millard Lampell started the 
Almanac Singers, a group (usually a trio, but sometimes a quartet or even a quin 
tet) whose membership often changed from day-to-day. The group, “one of the 
first urban folks-singing groups ever assembled” (Klein, 186), was generally asso 
ciated with socialist, some even said un-American causes. In fact, many of their 
songs were considered so anti-American that their record label, Keynote, refused 
to put its name on their disks, releasing them instead under the in-house “Alma 
nacs” label (Dunaway, 81). The group was also considered something of a security 
threat, and an F.B.I. agent described them as “extremely untidy, ragged and dirty 
in appearance” (quoted in Dunaway, 87). However, with the German invasion of 
the Soviet Union, and the increasing tension between the United States and the 
Axis powers, the Almanac Singers began writing war songs, the most successful 
of which was Reuben James.

For Guthrie, music wasn’t simply for entertainment or listening. Rather, 
music could drive a message home as easily as a newspaper or radio story:

Most songs that last the longest are the ballads that tell you a 
story about the news of the day. I can’t invent the news every
day___But I can do my little job which is to fix the day’s news
up to where you can sing it. You’ll remember it lots plainer if I 
can make it easy for you to sing the daily news at your job or 
else at your play hours. Such as the Nazi torpedo that blew up 
this famous American ship before we declared war on Hitler 
and Mussolini: The Reuben James (Guthrie, 73).

After the sinking, Guthrie wrote the words to the song, and included a list 
of 86 crewmen killed (Klein, 200) as listed in The New York Times:
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There’s Harold Hammer Beasley, a first rate man at sea,
From Hinton, West Virginia, he had his first degree.
There’s Jim Franklin Benson, a good machinist’s mate,
Came up from North Carolina, to sail the Reuben James.
Dennis Howard Daniel, Glen Jones and Howard Vore,
Hartwell Byrd and Raymond Cook, Ed Musselwhite and more, 
Remember Leonard Keever, Gene Evans and Donald Kapp,
Who gave their all to fight about this famous fighting ship.

Guthrie brought the words to an Almanac Singers’ songwriting session in 
early November, and immediately ran into trouble. Everyone seemed to agree that 
the ballad was sensational but Seeger, or perhaps another member of the group, 
said the list made the song much too long. Guthrie countered by saying he would 
memorize the entire list of names. Then someone asked, “What were their names?” 
which became the chorus. So, as Guthrie reworked the lyrics, Seeger and group 
member Millard Lampell wrote the chorus:

Tell me, what were their names?
Tell me, what were their names?
Did you have a friend on the good Reuben James?

As Seeger later noted, this chorus became the most memorable part of the 
song, but he credited the words to Guthrie, rather than himself and Lampell: “Woody 
created a complete chorus for a melody which originally had none; and the chorus 
became the high point of the whole song” (Seeger, 408).

Another of the Almanac Singers, Gordon Friesen, recalled how the song 
came to be written:

This song was mainly written by Woody Guthrie. He wrote all 
the verses but was stumped for a chorus. The other Almanacs 
felt the song was very good and kept steady pressure on Woody 
to finish it. For a while Woody tried to build a chorus around 
representative names taken from the casualty list appearing in 
The New York Times. He wanted to convey the idea that the 
crew of the Reuben James symbolized the fighting unity of 
melting pot America and fairly begged for some such treat 
ment. On it were Scandinavian, Irish, Anglo-Saxon, Jewish,
Spanish derived names — Ghetzler, Evans, Ortizauela,
Johnston, Polizzi. But the idea was too broad for condensation 
into short poetry. Finally at an Almanac session on the prob-
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lem, someone suggested the line: “What were their names.”
Woody took it from there and finished the song, (quoted in 
Cohen & Samuelson).

But now the question arose, who would receive the credit for actually 
writing the song? Guthrie wanted credit, and group member Alan Lomax took his 
side, making the point that giving one person credit would avoid copyright issues 
later. The other members of the group were opposed, however, and Guthrie lost. 
Officially, then, “Reuben James ” was written by “The Almanac Singers,” although 
years later Seeger would say both the lyrics and chorus were written by Guthrie 
(Klein, 209-210).

As might be expected, the words change from group to group, but the 
“official” version recorded by the Almanac Singers goes like this (quoted in Digi 
tal Tradition Mirror):

Verse 1
Have you heard of a ship called the good Reuben James 
Manned by hard fighting men both of honor and fame?
She flew the Stars and Stripes of the land of the free 
But tonight she’s in her grave at the bottom of the sea.
Chorus:
Oh, tell me, what were their names, 
tell me what were their names?
Did you have a friend on the good Reuben James?
Oh, tell me what were their names, 
tell me what were their names?
Did you have a friend on the good Reuben Jamesl 
Verse 2
' Twas there in the dark of that uncertain night 
That we watched for the U-boats and waited for a fight.
Then a whine and a rock and a great explosion roared 
And they laid the Reuben James on that cold ocean floor.
Chorus 
Verse 3
One hundred men were drowned in that dark watery grave 
When that good ship went down only forty-four were saved.
’Twas the last day of October we saved the forty-four 
From the cold icy waters off that cold Iceland shore.
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Chorus
Verse 4
Now tonight there are lights in our country so bright.
In the farms and the cities they are telling of this fight.
Now our mighty battleships will steam the bounding main
And remember the name of the good Reuben James.
Chorus

A fourth verse was added by Fred Hellerman of the Weavers (Digital 
Tradition Mirror)

Well, many years have passed since those brave men are gone.
And those cold icy waters are still and they’re calm.
Many years have passed and still I wonder why,
The worst of men must fight and the best of men must die.

“Reuben James” did more than simply put Guthrie, Seeger, and the oth 
ers on the popular charts. It was also something of a rehabilitation, and word began 
to circulate that perhaps they were patriots after all. On Saturday. Feb. 14, 1942, 
the group performed on “This Is War,” Norman Corwin’s patriotic extravaganza 
broadcast on all four radio networks simultaneously. An estimated 30 million lis 
teners (Dunaway, 101) heard the group sing an old square dance tune Seeger had 
reworked into a war song, “Round and Round Hitler’s Grave.”

The exposure, however, proved to be the group’s undoing; Said the New 
York World-Telegram, "The program's [“This is War”] backers were much upset 
today to learn that the Almanac s[sic]ingers have long been the favorite balladeers 
of the Communists” (quoted in Klein, 219). The New York Post ran stories about 
the group’s Communist leanings, and one newspaper headline said, “Commie 
Folksingers Try To Infiltrate Radio” (quoted in Pike). The publicist for “This is 
War,” Allen Meltzer, was quoted as saying he was “very upset” (Klein, 219) about 
the group, and that they would not be appearing on any more of the programs. Said 
Seeger, “[W]e were red-baited in one of the New York papers, and the agent [Wil 
liam Morris Agency] quit trying to get us any work” (Seeger, 18) Despite these 
troubles, the song was released on the “Dear Mr. President” album (Keynote Al 
bum 111) in 1942. Soon, however, J. Edgar Hoover and the F.B.I were hot on their 
trail, and within a year the group officially disbanded when most members joined 
the military.

The song has endured, and has been recorded by a number of other groups 
and individuals, including the Kingston Trio, the Chad Mitchell Trio, the Gateway 
Singers and Cisco Houston. Ironically, most members of the Reuben James crew
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said they had not heard the song until the late 1950’s when it was recorded by the 
Kingston Trio (Ringle).

R eu ben  J a m es  and The W ildw ood F lo w er
Seeger and Guthrie were generally considered the real musicians in the 

Almanac Singers, but even they were not adverse to simply taking old melodies and 
adding new words. And this is certainly what happened with “Reuben James.” Guthrie 
said: “I never waste my high-priced time by asking or even wondering in the least 
whether I’ve heard my tune in whole or in part before. There are ten million ways of 
changing any tune around to make it sound like my own” (Guthrie, 82).

Seeger added,

“Sometimes Woody would get a melody and make up verses to 
it, but then feel he needed a chorus. And he would have to 
compose a chorus because the original melody didn’t have one.
..  . ‘Reuben James’ used ‘Wildwood Flower,’ a tune recorded 
by the Carter family. . . . [H]e added a chorus worthy of any 
good composer. He fiddled around with the melody of the verse, 
until he compounded and developed elements of it into a sing 
able refrain.
So Woody was a music composer as well as a poet.” (Seeger,
54).

Although Guthrie’s words were original, the melody comes from “I’ll 
Twine Mid the Ringlets,” an 1860s song with words by Maude Irving and tune by 
J.R Webster of New Hampshire. The sheet music was a top-seller in the 1860s 
(Drexler), and the words tell the tale of a Victorian maiden who, spurned by her 
lover, says she will laugh despite her tears. The melody is comprised of various 
trips up and down the scale: E-F-G/A-C-E/F-E-D/F-B-C (repeat).

The song passed through Southern oral traditions until Maybelle Addington 
Carter and her sister-in-law Sara Dougherty Carter recorded the song for RCA 
Victor studios on May 10, 1928 (Maybelle’s 19th birthday). Maybelle played lead 
guitar while Sara sang the song and played guitar. The song was an instant hit, and 
reached number 3 in the 1928-version of “the charts.” However, because the words 
are from the 19,h century, the meanings are sometimes obscure, and the words have 
somewhat faded away. “Not that it mattered much in the long run because the 
compelling element on the record turned out to be the attractive way that Maybelle 
presented the melody on her guitar” (Dick Spottswood, interviewed by Edwards).
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Thus, the melody has remained an instrumental standard, and has been 
recorded by dozens of individuals and groups:

“Wildwood Flower” became a favorite piece for fledgling gui 
tarists who taught themselves to play it by ear on mail-order 
instruments. The song’s garbled words tended to fall away when 
it acquired status as a country instrumental standard. Super pick 
ers Hank Thompson and Merle Travis had both been weaned 
on Carter family records. When they tossed off a version to 
gether, it reached number five in the 1955 country charts (Dick 
Spottswood, interviewed by Edwards).

Maybelle notes:

The first time I heard this song, I was just a kid. My mother 
sang it and her mother sang it. It has been handed down for 
years and years. It’s the most popular song, we ever recorded, 
and there’s hardly a country group who doesn’t use this song 
(quoted in Horstman, 201-202).

Maybelle also sang the song and played autoharp with the Nitty Gritty Dirt band in 
1972, and so important is the song that National Public Radio has listed it as one of 
the 100 most important songs of the 20th century (Edwards).

And Today
On September 7, 1942, less than a year after the Reuben James was sunk, 

the keel for a second “Ole Rube” (DE-153) was laid down, with launching on 
February 6, 1943 and commissioning on April 1, 1943. This destroyer remained in 
service until October 11, 1947.

Yet a third Reuben James (FFG 57), a guided missile fast frigate, was 
built at the Todd Shipyards, San Pedro, California. This Oliver Hazard Perry Class 
ship was laid down on November 19, 1983, launched on February 8, 1985, and 
commissioned on March 22, 1986.

It is also appropriate to note that this Reuben James is something of a film 
star: In the movie “The Hunt for Red October,” a ship identified as “Reuben James' 
(although “played” by a Coast Guard cutter) fires at the Red October, and launches 
a helicopter that drops a torpedo at the fleeing Soviet submarine. Then, a few 
seconds later, in a scene in which the attack submarine Dallas is waiting to launch 
a rescue vessel, a radio operator says, “Dallas, this is Reuben James.”

On the down side, a good deal of cinematic license is also present: the 
real Reuben James is homeported in Hawaii, so it is unlikely it would be in the
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North Atlantic. More seriously awry is that the opening sequence for the movie 
states it is taking place in 1984. The Reuben James was not launched until 1985, 
and not commissioned until 1986! Shooting for the movie began April 3, 1989, 
and it was released in the United States on March 2,1990, so the writers had plenty 
of opportunity to use another ship’s name. And in a case of error compounded 
upon error, reporter Bob Dietrich of the Sand Diego Union Tribune, accompany 
ing the real crew of the Reuben James on a goodwill visit to Vladivostok, wrote:

What U.S. Navy leaders may not wish the Soviet hosts to know 
is that the Reuben James played the role of a Soviet warship in 
the film version of the Tom Clancy novel “The Hunt for Red 
October,” which was shot off Southern California last year. Petty 
Officer 1st Class Tony Pena was one of 30 crew members who 
volunteered to play the roles of Soviet sailors and submitted to 
having their heads shaved. (Dietrich)

Actually, the only Soviet ships portrayed in the movie were two Soviet subma 
rines, the Red October and the Konovalov.

An additional piece of cinematic license was taken by the movie produc 
ers in that, despite assertions that “The Reuben James is also in the book The Hunt 
for Red October and plays a very prominent part in the story” (Pike), the Reuben 
James is nowhere mentioned in the Tom Clancy book on which the movie is based.

Today the original Reuben James is but a memory, and as more and more 
of the crew from Oct. 31, 1941, pass away, that memory is in danger of being lost 
forever. Fortunately, however, on May 30, 1999, a memorial was dedicated at 
Martin’s Point, Maine, overlooking Casco Bay, the final U.S. anchorage of the 
Reuben James.

On one side of the 6.75 ton granite monument is an engraving of the ship 
with the words, “The first U.S. warship lost in World War II.” Another side in 
cludes the names of those who were serving on the ship that day, and at the base 
are the words of the “Naval Hymn”:

“Most Holy Spirit Who didst brood upon the chaos dark and rude, 
and bid its angry tumult cease, and give for wild confusion peace, 
oh, hear us when we cry to Thee, for those in peril on the sea.”

Thus, Reuben James the man, Reuben James the ship, and “Reuben James” 
the song continue to be a part of an American tradition in which songs, comprised 
of music and words, play such a prominent role.

Middle Tennessee State University Larry L. Burriss
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“Sinking of Reuben James”
Words and Music by Woodie Guthrie 
© Copyright 09/13/91 Universal - MCA Music Publishing,
A Division of Universal Studios, Inc.
International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved
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From Oklahoma to Malibu: 
James Garner and The Rockford Files

The Rockford Files with James Gamer ran for five and one-half seasons 
on NBC (1974-1980), and remarkably remains one of the most popular television 
programs of all time. Reruns of the 118 original episodes have played without 
interruption in syndication and on national cable TV over the past 20 years. The 
Nostalgia Channel and A&E were homes for The Rockford Files for many years 
and the series now airs on the TNN cable network and, of course, the series has its 
own homepage on the web:

http://www.the sandbox.net/ arm/rockford/resources/index.html.
The Emmy-Award winning series returned to prime time in 1994 as a series of six 
projected two-hour movies on CBS. The first one, “I Still Love L.A.,” was the 
highest-rated TV-movie of the 1994-1995 season.1 The other movies that have 
aired include “A Blessing in Disguise” (1995), “If the Frame Fits”, “Godfather 
Knows Best”, “Friends and Foul Play”, “Crime and Punishment” (all in 1996) and 
“If It Bleeds—It Leads” (1999). Court TV now reprises these Rockford movies. 
The show provided the perfect vehicle for actor James Gamer as the seventies 
private investigator James Scott Rockford as well as immortalizing the humorous 
opening phone messages after the greeting “This is Jim Rockford—after the tone 
leave your name and message, and I will get back to you...” In the deadpan world 
of Steve McGarret, (“Book’em Dano”) and Joe Mannix (Have you ever seen a 
more concerned and dedicated secretary than Peggy?), The Rockford Files showed 
a distinctly whimsical, postmodern sense of humor lacking in the typical, seven 
ties hard-boiled, earnest, TV detective genre. Twenty years earlier, Maverick had 
shown a similar lack of respect for the TV western genre. James Scott Rockford 
had served five years in San Quentin for a robbery he didn’t commit. He received 
a sentence of twenty years to life but received a full pardon from the governor 
when new evidence surfaced. The latter no doubt a sop to nervous network execu 
tives. And Rockford acted like no other prime time detective, witness this ex 
change between himself and Susan, a female client:

“If that man hadn’t tried to kill me today...”
“Wait a minute” said Rockford. “Wait a minute.”
“What?”
“Who tired to kill you? Why didn’t you tell me?”
“Physical violence has a tendency to put people off.”
“Yeah, I’m one of them. What happens when someone decides 
to take another crack at you?”

http://www.the
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“They won’t. The attempt this morning was against a woman 
alone and unarmed.”
“And the next time it will be against a woman alone and un 
armed.”
“You’re not armed?”
“No.”
“But you’re a private investigator. Why don’t you carry a gun?”
“Because I don’t want to shoot anybody.”

In the pilot episode of The Rockford Files (March 27, 1974), later re 
named Backlash o f the Hunter, Rockford discusses fees with Sara (Lindsay Wagner), 
a potential client:

Sara: “I want to retain you Mr. Rockford, I need help.”
Rockford: “I hope you can afford me.”
Sara: “But you haven’t even heard what I want.”
Rockford: “You’re right. But if we could just talk about my fee 
first, we will probably save a lot of time. I cost $200 a day plus 
expenses.”
Sara: “$200?”
Rockford: “Plus expenses. And I only handle criminal cases 
that are closed. It’s not like it is on TV. I get myself messed up 
in an LAPD active file and I can get my can shot off, my li 
cense pulled and probably get booked for obstructing justice.”
Sara: “Where did you get this wonderful finishing school ap 
proach?”
Rockford: “People come to me all the time. Sit right there where 
you’re sitting and cry their eyes out. Old women who want 
their sons out of jail. Girlfriends, fathers — all of them with 
problems. I used to be a softie and listen and then we’d get 
around to money and they couldn’t pay, so they left and I’d be 
depressed and that was that. It was turning me off on my busi 
ness so now I do it this way.”

Sara duly writes a check and Rockford accepts the case. Later he confronts Jerry 
Grimes, a tough “player,” just after telling Sara that he is off the case for good. He 
spots Grimes following his car, so he parks outside a bar and goes inside. Rock 
ford heads for the men’s room, where he removes the soap container from the 
wash basin, and spreads the liquid soap on the floor and waits. Jerry then walks in. 
“You got to be one of the dumbest-looking apes I ever saw”,Rockford states, and
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then makes a reference to his sexual orientation. Grimes moves quickly toward 
Rockford with a tremendous karate kick, but he slips on the soap. Then Rockford 
hits him in the face, knocking him cold. Rockford then opens his fist revealing a 
roll of nickles,and shakes his hand as if he had hurt it. Rockford ties Jerry’s feet to 
a toilet stall with his belt, goes through his pockets and when he comes do, Jerry 
claims he was sucker-punched. Rockford asks him what he does for a living. “Noth 
ing,” Jerry responds. Rockford: “Oh, there are all sorts of flavors of nothing, what’s 
yours?” “I play the ponies.” Rockford: “You know what’s wrong with karate, Jerry? 
It’s based on the ridiculous assumption that the other guy will fight fair.” As Ed 
Robertson observed of this Charlie Brown private detective:

When he threw a punch, Jim Rockford (James Garner) was 
more likely to hurt his own hand than his opponent. He rarely 
carried a gun (he didn’t have a permit), and on those occasions 
when he did, he was more likely to point the weapon than fire 
it. Rockford hated trouble, wouldn’t hesitate to quit in the middle 
of a case if things got too rough, and had no qualms about 
telling you why (“You’re damned right I’m afraid!”). And he 
never forgot the bottom line—he charged $200 a day (plus ex 
penses!) for his services, although he usually found that his 
clients stiffed him more often than paid him.2

And self-deprecation came easy to the character. When Rockford is hired 
as a bodyguard for fonner New York City cop, Frank Falcone, who has became a 
celebrity with his own TV show and a line of toys, an executive responds that Jim 
would act like a steer to Falcone’s bull, to which another executive remarked, 
“That is the worst analogy I ever heard.” NBC programming executives frequently 
did not get the humor. Take for example this sequence from “The Kirkoff Case” 
(written by Stephen J. Canned who also frequently directed). In the episode Rock 
ford is trying to clear a man (actor James Woods) accused of murdering his par 
ents. Rockford is abducted by toughs, taken to an abandoned warehouse and beaten 
up. After the beating, the leader, an ex-prize-fighter named Muzzy Vinette, advises 
him to drop the whole thing:

Muzzy: “You’re a private detective, and I know you gotta work 
for a living. I understand that. But your client is guilty of mur 
der. You know, murder. Yeah, and I know it to be a fact, the DA 
knows it and the cops and every newspaper editor knows it. So 
how come you’re trying to prove it otherwise?”
Rockford: “Why, that was this morning. I just stopped working



72 Popular Culture Review

for him. I never really liked him that much.”
Muzzy: “It ain’t that I really care that much about Larry Kirkoff.
No. I think the kid’s a creep for killing his mom and dad. But 
that’s not the reason why I want you to quit fooling around 
with this.”
Rockford: “You’re right— 1 understand.”
Muzzy: “No, you don’t understand.”
Rockford: “No, 1 don’t.”

NBC executives were not the only ones who failed to see the humor. Both 
the San Francisco Chronicle and Weekly Variety cited the above scene as a “vio- 
lence-for-violence’s sake beating that contributed nothing to the story.”3 Yet as 
James Gamer delivers the lines they are still funny. And it goes without saying that 
makes him a funny coward. So in the second year of the series NBC said, “Take 
out the comedy.” Hawaii Five-O was beating The Rockford Files in the ratings, so 
nervous executives naturally assumed that people liked the dour Jack Lord and 
pineapples better than a funny James Gamer and Malibu. Universal Studio spoke 
to both Stephan Cannell and producer Meta Rosenberg. “They’d talk to me and 
Meta separately,” Cannell relates. “Neither of us could sleep well. Both of us had 
chest pains. We both thought we were having a heart attack. Then Jim called the 
head of Universal and said he’d had it. 'Get the network offSteve and Meta or I’m 
leaving.’” Shortly thereafter, Hawaii Five-O began to fade, vindicating the origi 
nal concept for the show. Cleveland Amory said it best when he reviewed The 
Rockford Files for TV Guide in December 1974: “A lot of what Mr. Gamer does in 
this show is funny. It is not fast funny, mind you—everything Mr. Gamer does, 
including think,is done slowly. But the fact remains that he is—in a kind of in 
stant-replay, double-take way— slow funny. In other words it grows on you.” Vari 
ety called Gamer’s style “sardonic, and sometimes a little whimsical” and viewed 
it as one of the show’s strong points.4 A year before the premier of The Rockford 
Files in 1974, Robert Altman, just coming off the deconstruction of war movies 
(M*A*S*H) and Westerns (McCabe and Mrs. Miller), directed Raymond Chandler’s 
classic The Long Goodbye. When the film first appeared critics said it betrayed the 
book, displaying “jokiness” and “contempt for the genre.”5 With deconstructivist 
brio Altman mocks the conventions of Hollywood and hard-boiled American de 
tective fiction. And while The Rockford Files can easily be superficially dismissed 
as nothing more than James Gamer doing his Maverick gag as a P.I. living in a 
trailer in Malibu (and indeed that was exactly what Roy Huggins had in mind 
when he first proposed the project to NBC), the sophisticated humor of the series 
as provided primarily by the writing of Stephen J. Cannell and James Gamer’s 
own real life battle with the Hollywod system makes the series at least as signifi 
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cant as The Long Goodbye in deconstructing the genres of Hollywood and the 
Marlowesque, snap-brim feodora wearing, American tough-guy detective in the 
nineteen seventies and early nineteen eighties.

In fact James Gamer appeared as Philip Marlowe in the 1969 film called 
Marlowe based on Chandler’s story The Little Sister. Set in the tie-dyed and flower 
power 1960s Gamer for the most part played the character pretty straight and retro. 
Yet in the midst of the squalor of an authentic Chandler atmosphere, Gamer brought 
an easy-going sense of humor to the role, giving his Marlowe a more than passing 
similarity to his later Jim Rockford of The Rockford Files. In fact, in the episode 
“Quickie Nirvana” (Nov. 11, 1977) Rockford befriends a 40-something flower 
child named Sky Aquarian (Valerie Curtin) and in the process of solving an old 
homicide, he denounces the unconscious goofiness of Sky — she is into rolfing 
and sense deprivation — and exposes a phony guru who runs the Gordon Borsher 
Sunshine Institute: “Are you here for pre- death, Jim?”, he asks. Borsher will be 
easy to find in India, where Jim believes he has fled with Sky’s money, as he will 
be “ .. .the only guru in India wearing a Christian Dior prayer cloth and driving an 
El Dorado.” Sky will later morph into Sister Esther, delivering the message of the 
Lord in Venice, California.

There are several defining characteristics of the American private detec 
tive as depicted in novels, film, and television that simply do not tightly fit this 
character created by Huggins and Cannell and brought to life by Gamer. The Ameri 
can detective is driven by an innate sense of justice and moral codes. Here Rock 
ford comes close to the mark. In one episode “This Case is Closed” Sue Jameson 
(Sharon Gless) asks Rockford to investigate why her fiance has suddenly broke off 
the engagement and disappeared. But Jim explains that he cannot help her even if 
he wanted to because he would compromise the client relationship he has with her 
father. He further explains that he has his own personal ethics: “...the kind you 
need to look at yourself in the mirror in the morning.” In another episode “Chicken 
Little is a Chicken Little” Rockford seems ready to let his sleazy friend Angel 
Martin, his former San Quentin cellmate and scam artist extraordinaire, stew in 
his own juice: “You were meant for this frame. It was built for a dummy, and it 
looks good on you.” Or again, Angel: “You wouldn’t shoot me for a lousy $100 
would you?” Rockford: “I ought to do it on general principles.” Yet he feels com 
pelled to help Angel because he is a friend and Jim does have a conscience and an 
ethical code.

With regard to other stereotypical characteristics, Rockford doesn’t quite 
fit the mold. The emphasis of the true detective’s search is courage, not intellect. 
Although he takes his share of beatings, Jim would just as soon avoid the whole 
process....’’Physical violence has a tendency to put some people off.” When chal 
lenged by an ex-con to meet him in some ally for a fight, Rockford responds with
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the quip, “I’m spontaneous. I don’t wait in alleys.” So much for moving down 
those mean streets. On the other hand he will resort to every ruse, scam, fraud, and 
outright lie to get the information that he needs. In the episode “Forced Retire 
ment” Rockford's Oklahoma oilman alter-ego Jimmy Joe Meeker makes his first 
appearance. Rockford will resort to this character throughout the rest of the series 
usually as a cover for some con-game.

Jimmy Joe, who is described as being “smoother than oil on a blister”, 
appears to be Garner’s sardonic homage to his Oklahoma roots (He was born James 
Bumgarner in Norman, Oklahoma and had less than a happy childhood. His mother 
died when he was five. He started work at age ten. At thirteen he was a janitor at 
the University of Oklahoma. When he was sixteen he worked in the Texas oil 
fields. When he was seventeen he was clearing trees for Bell Telephone). As played 
by Garner, Jimmy Joe comes off as a comic example of neo-bubbaism at its best.

In another point of departure, Rockford is not completely a loner. The 
typical hard-boiled American detective has no family, thus limiting his vulnerabil 
ity, and he distrusts women’s sexual power over men. “I’d always been amused by 
the fact that no character in private-eye history, that I could recall, ever had a 
family,” recalls Stephen J. Cannell. “They were always such iconoclastic, lone 
characters. It’s like the Greek gods never had families. So 1 thought, ‘I’m going to 
give this guy a family. I’m going to give him a dad.”6 Thus was born “Rocky”, a 
semi-retired truck driver who had no idea why his son wanted to be a P.I. and take 
all those beatings.

In one episode written by Cannell (“The Four Pound Brick”) Rocky tells 
a friend that his son “is really a truck driver who only does private investigation on 
the side.” Later in the same episode, Rocky explains to Jim, “If I tell them my 
son’s in trucking, right away they know what I’m talking about. But if I tell them 
my kid’s in the private eye business—they just don’t understand.” In another epi 
sode, Rockford introduces himself as a college Dean of Admissions, to which a 
woman responds, “You don’t look much like a Dean of Admissions”. “What do I 
look like then?”, Rockford replies. “A truck driver in a suit”, she retorts. While 
conforming to the detective ideal of not being married, and he is suspicious of 
women should circumstances warrant, he does date and has a steady girlfriend in 
Beth Davenport (played by actress Gretchen Corbett from 1974 to 1978 when she 
was removed from the show because of financial considerations), a lawyer whom 
he relies upon for pro bono rates as well as watching her cats when she is out of 
town.

In an episode involving Lance White (Tom Selleck), a suave P.I. and la 
dies man, who tells an infatuated beautiful woman that he has no time for a date, 
Rockford interjects with, “I’m free on Friday!” Not exactly the comment made by 
Philip Marlowe in The Big Sleep that “Women make me sick.” By the way Selleck
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first appeared in the series in the episode “White on White, and Nearly Perfect” 
October 10, 1978, as Lance White, the perfect P.I., who makes Rockford’s life 
miserable, and of course would go on to play Thomas Magnum in Magnum, PL , a 
show that tried to capture some of the sardonic elements of The Rockford Files. 
The episode “Tigers Fan” even had the characters discussing an episode of the old 
Gamer series. But Thomas Magnum is no Jim Rockford, just as Tom Selleck is no 
James Garner, and Magnum, PI. could never escape from the realm of male ado 
lescent fantasies and Hawaiian surf and sunsets.

The detective sees his profession as one where a man need not sell him 
self. But money almost always talks for Rockford. In “The Kirkoff Case” Jim 
believes that Larry Kirkoff is guilty of murdering his parents, but he can’t resist a 
$20,000 fee should he prove otherwise. The detective can move and mediate be 
tween the worlds of the very rich and the very poor. While his client list is varied, 
and he does occasionally hob-nob with the rich and famous, he never becomes part 
of that set. After dining at an expensive French restaurant and reaching for the 
alka-seltzer, Rockford comments that “There was sauce on everything—the whole 
thing was too rich for me.”

Even for the seventies Rockford was steadfastly lower-middle class and 
retro. In one episode we are informed by a thug who has just searched his suitcase 
that he buys his underwear from a discount store. He likes to drink beer and eat 
tacos. He prefers watching baseball and basketball games over the theater or op 
era. He doesn’t jog, but prefers to spend all day fishing. He likes milk and oreo 
cookies. He drives a gold Pontiac Firebird, California license plate number OKG 
853. TV audiences could clearly identify with this P.I. who lives in a trailer on the 
beach in Malibu. (Originally it was located at 2354 Pacific Coast Highway in Los 
Angeles, but later he lived at 29 Cove Road in the Paradise Cove Trailer Colony in 
Malibu.) And Garner himself likes country music (Willie Nelson wrote and per 
formed the title song “Headaches of a Fool” for an episode of the same name 
[Sept. 22, 1978]), is a Los Angeles/Oakland Raiders fan, plays golf, made com 
mercials for beef — at least until his heart bypass — and the customized four- 
wheel drive truck that Rocky drove in the series really belonged to him. Bill 
Robinson, Gamer’s agent made this evaluation, “Jim is a low-key guy, unimpressed 
with material things, who, in my opinion, has gotten little joy out of what you can 
buy with a dollar. His greatest thrill is getting to sit on the Raiders bench and cheer 
for the quarterback.”7

The American detective then is tough, faces the world with stoic self- 
confidence, is incorruptable, imminently moral, poor, distrustful of women, and 
relentless in pursuit of his quest. The world around him is corrupt and decayed and 
when he enters that world he incites violence. One only has to think of Chandler’s 
Marlowe whose demeaner displays an incredible toughness and a tight-lipped cyni 
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cism drowned in alcohol. Or Dashiell Hammet’s Sam Spade who is emotionally 
detached and distrustful of the world around him, also totally cynical, believing 
only in being a good detective. The Rockford Files takes the conventions of this 
genre and turns them inside out, so much so that network executives were con 
cerned that audiences might think that Rockford was dense and stupid. In “Beamer’s 
Last Case” Freddie Beamer (James Whitmore Jr.) is a mechanic at Tony’s Body 
Shop who has read so many detective magazines and novels that his mind has 
turned to Chandleresque mush. He just has to be a hard-boiled RI. He steals 
Rockford’s credit cards, impersonating him, and for the rest of the episode Jim has 
to bail Beamer out of a variety of jams.

For example, Beamer confronts Ralph Steel (Jack Kelly), and Rockford 
tries to break up the fight:

Beamer: I had the situation totally under control. I don’t know 
what you pulled that guy off me for. I could’ve handled the
guy-
Rockford: Freddie, let me tell you something. A guy like that 
can go get a gun and shoot you, me, or both of us!
Beamer: Well, sometimes a private detective’s gotta take risks!
Rockford: Well, not me! I make a habit of avoiding risks— 
that’s why I’ve got a full set of teeth.

Beamer insists that he’s “not the kind of guy you blow away with a threat.” 
Rockford’s simple retort, “Well, I am.” But while Rockford may not be as brave 
and physically tough as Sam Spade, he does share one of Spade’s personal charac 
teristics: Both men are skillful story tellers, improvisers, and bluffers. In an inter 
view with Tom Shales, Gamer tried to sum up the significance of Jim Rockford, 
who “...was no less macho than anybody else. He just did it in a different way. If 
you go back and look, when Maverick originally came on the air, there were 17 
westerns. Every one of them had heroes who were steely-eyed and strong and 
brave. And Maverick came along and said, ‘Wait, don’t do that!’ (he holds up his 
arms as if to deflect an oncoming fist) and stuck his tongue in his cheek, and that 
was the end of the western because we kind of punched holes in the balloon. And 
you take Rockford, we did the same thing. There were how many detective shows 
on— 12? And we came on and said, ‘No, no, no, you don’t be that brave, that’s not 
right,’ and it kind of stopped those too. So we punched holes in a lot of balloons.”8 

Critic Richard Meyers had his own observations, “Jim Rockford was a 
man who know his limitations. That was part of what made him the best-loved 
private eye of the medium....Don’t get me wrong. The show itself was hardly spec 
tacular. It wasn’t flashy, unique, or original. Sometimes it was downright deriva 
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tive. The key to its success was its star. James Scott Bumgarner was James Scott 
Gamer was James Scott Rockford, and while he wasn’t the strongest, smartest, or 
most realistic private eye, he was certainly the cleverest. He was, in short, the most 
enjoyable to watch.”9 In a world of fast-ball private eyes and cops, Rockford was 
a curve.

While The Rockford Files certainly did much to demystify the hard-boiled 
American detective, the final coda occurred in 1983 when James Gamer, suffering 
from a number of physical problems, filed suit against Universal Studios for $22.5 
million, charging he had been defrauded by the studio of his just earnings from 
The Rockford Files which was still going strong in syndication across the country. 
Studios have long engaged in creative accounting in determining the profitability 
of programs. In 1985 Gamer wrote that, “Rockford, I believe, has been the most 
successful series I ever had. It was the most fun and to come out with a total loss 
really dimmed my eagerness. It broke my heart. They’re bad people. I don’t like to 
work with bad people. It hurt me physically, financially, and mentally.”10

Both sides finally reached an out of court settlement on March 31, 1989. 
The exact terms of the settlement are confidential, but Gamer may have received 
as much as $14 million from the agreement. According to Barron's magazine, 
Universal decided to settle rather than having to explain in court its unusual ac 
counting practices.11 Throughout the entire ordeal, Gamer never questioned that 
he would ultimately prevail in his quest: “I never had one doubt. When I commit 
myself to something, I commit myself—and I committed to that matter the first 
day I decided to do it. There was never, ever any question of backing out.”12 Philip 
Marlowe and Sam Spade would have been proud.

Cameron University, Lawton Oklahoma Richard A. Voeltz
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Blank Spot in a Hectic Civilization: 
The Narrative Resistance Strategies 

in the Writings of David Wojnarowicz

Radical artist David Wojnarowicz achieved fame in the 1980s as an avant- 
garde painter whose work challenged the boundaries of art and made him the focal 
point of a conservative backlash against controversial, risk-taking, and unorthodox 
artistic expression. By the time of his death in 1992, Wojnarowicz had established 
himself as a groundbreaking artist, an outspoken AIDS activist, and a vocal anti 
censorship advocate. Evoking intense, brooding, and graphic images in his paint 
ings, Wojnarowicz’s politicized, sexually-charged, and often angry art sought to 
expose the hypocrisy and soullessness of what he perceived to be an intolerant, 
homophobic, and militaristic nation. Wojnarowicz viewed himself as a social pariah 
and outlaw—an aesthetic terrorist whose art waged war against a nation that had 
long since marginalized its socially, sexually, and economically outcast denizens.

An aspect of Wojnarowicz’s work not as widely known involves his use 
of autobiographical fiction and memoiristic narrative to expand his political and 
humanistic message. Calling upon a raw, unflinching, stream-of-consciousness 
writing style, Wojnarowicz’s words captured the rage, loneliness, and desperation 
of the disenfranchised in America. His writings were inhabited by people living in 
the shadow world of America: drug addicts, prostitutes, street hustlers, the home 
less, the emotionally and physically abused, AIDS victims, and disaffected homo 
sexuals. Wojnarowicz’s narratives targeted a “one-tribe nation” predicated on pro 
mulgating the ideology of and protecting the interests of a heterosexual, Christian, 
and capitalistic America, to the exclusion of cultures and subcultures that chal 
lenge the status quo. As a gay man who had been ostracized by his family and his 
society throughout his brief and savage life, Wojnarowicz painstakingly chronicled 
in words the repression of gay America. Still, his narrative extended far beyond 
the limitations of a one-issue perspective by challenging the moral legitimacy of 
bigotry, militarism, environmental destruction, corporate greed, and religious hy 
pocrisy.

In both his writings and paintings Wojnarowicz pulled no punches in his 
assessment that his family and his society perceived him as a rule breaker, a taboo 
violator, a nonconformist, a fringe dweller, a deviant. Wojnarowicz characterized 
himself as a “blank spot in a hectic civilization” (1992, 61), sadly coming to the 
conclusion that he had become so marginalized as to be metaphorically invisible. 
A disillusioned Wojnarowicz wrote:
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I’m a dark smudge in the air that dissipates without notice. I 
feel like a window, maybe a broken window. I am a glass hu 
man. I am a glass human disappearing in the rain. I am stand 
ing among all of you waving my invisible arms and hands. 1 
am shouting my invisible words. ..lam  crawling around look 
ing for the aperture of complete and final emptiness. (61)

It is the intention of this article to underscore how Wojnarowicz’s written 
narratives confronted society’s labeling of himself as a deviant. Deviance, for the 
purpose of this article, is defined as “rule breaking and other nonconformity which 
is viewed in the society in a negative way, and hence reacted to with scorn, hostil 
ity, punishment, or an effort to effectuate change” (Sagarin, 1985, 169). This tex 
tual confrontation is altematingly filled with rage, sadness, defiance, loneliness, 
fear, and desperation. The literature of deviance indicates that individuals faced 
with the stigma of being labeled a deviant often develop narrative resistance strat 
egies, in which they gather the strength to avoid internalizing a negative identity 
by consulting alternative sources of knowledge that stand in contrast to socially- 
constructed discursive restraints (Ronai and Cross, 1998,99,106,116-117). Since 
deviance is generally considered to be a socially-constructed phenomenon 
(Jorgensen, 1980,309-311), fonns of constraint emerging from individuals, groups, 
mass media, and institutions attempt to dominate and control human behavior. 
This plays itself out as either an effort to constrain how a person chooses to self- 
identify or as an effort to change his or her behavior (Ronai and Cross, 1998, 117).

Still, some deviants avoid capitulating to the pressure of negative label 
ing by developing narrative resistance techniques that help shield identities from 
societal assault. For instance, an exotic dancer may call upon the “sleaze” exem 
plar as a narrative resistance strategy. To resist the pressure to stop stripping, the 
dancer lets it be known to others that he or she would never be so “sleazy” as to 
take off all of his or her clothes on stage. By setting such a limitation, the stripper 
is locating his or her identity in relation to the “sleaze” factor (Ronai and Cross, 
1998, 109-113). Also, an exotic dancer may call upon the immersion exemplar as 
a narrative resistance strategy. Here, the dancer may make it known that stripping 
is not his or her life; instead, he or she emphasizes that the plan is to strip only part- 
time or for a limited duration, perhaps only long enough to earn money to attend 
college. In order to keep stripping, the dancer is adamant about not being too im 
mersed in the business, and thus can quit anytime he or she wishes (113-115).

The writings of David Wojnarowicz (contained in such works as Close to 
the Knives: A Memior of Disintegration; Tongues o f Flame; Memories That Smell 
Like Gasoline; Brush Fires in the Social Landscape; The Waterfront Journals; and 
In the Shadow o f the American Dream: The Diaries o f David Wojnarowicz) reso 
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nate with narrative resistance strategies, as the artist defiantly refuses to accept 
society’s characterization of him as a deviant because of his homosexuality, his 
promiscuity, his anti-establishment political ideology, and his affliction with AIDS. 
Indeed, Wojnarowicz felt alienated from mainstream culture throughout his life 
and often referred to himself as a misfit, but he proved to be far too rebellious in 
nature to wear the thorny crown of the deviant passively.

Homosexuality in the Pre-Invented World
A major theme emerging from the writings of Wojnarowicz focuses on 

society’s assault on the author’s homosexuality, which spanned from his time as a 
street hustler in his early teens in New York City, to his sexual experimentation 
with a variety of men, to his committed relationship with photographer Peter Hujar. 
In both his writings and art, Wojnarowicz was always abrasively frank about his 
gayness, calling upon words and images that were graphic in detail and never apolo 
getic in tone. For Wojnarowicz, his sexual orientation was as natural as his pen 
chant for abstract artistic expression. He refused to hide his gayness, and instead 
relished going public with the most intimate of details about his sexual preferences. 
Beginning in his early teens, Wojnarowicz appeared almost obsessive about re 
cording—in words, paintings, collages, and photographs—his lived experience in 
an effort to make sense of the chaos that was occurring within and around him.

Bom in Red Bank, New Jersey, Wojnarowicz headed to New York City 
as a runaway teenager in the late 1960’s in order to escape a dysfunctional family 
and a violent alcoholic father. Upon arriving in New York, Wojnarowicz lived on 
the streets and survived by working as an underage prostitute. By the late 1970’s, 
Wojnarowicz’s father had committed suicide and David spent a number of years 
traveling throughout the country and Mexico before finally returning to New York. 
When he did return, in his twenties, he was impoverished, scared of ending up on 
the streets again, and hyperconscious of being gay in a society that deemed homo 
sexuality to be deviant. As of 1975, however, Wojnarowicz grew tired of not being 
able to express what he was feeling and what he was experiencing, and began 
utilizing free-fonn written narratives and abstract images to record the confusion 
of living in what he termed “a pre-invented existence” (Rizk, 1999, 45). From 
Wojnarowicz’s perspective, people are bom into the world with their role and place 
in society predetermined by government, religion, and other societal institutions. 
And those like himself who dare to break free from the chains of the pre-invented 
world stand to pay a stark price. In his book Close to the Knives: A Memoir o f 
Disintegration (1991), Wojnarowicz described the pre-invented world as:

...the world of the stoplight, the no-smoking signs, the rental
world, the split-rail fencing shielding hundreds of miles of bar-
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ren wilderness from the human step. A place where by virtue 
of having been bom centuries late one is denied access to earth 
or space, choice or movement. The bought-up world; the owned 
world. The world of coded sounds: the world of language, the 
world of lies. The packaged world; the world of speed in me 
tallic motion. The Other World where I’ve always felt like an 
alien. (87-88)

To escape the tyranny of social conditioning, Wojnarowicz called upon 
his imagination to stretch the boundaries of the pre-invented world. His earliest 
attempts at creative rebellion involved street graffiti art, reminiscent of the street 
art of Wojnarowicz’s contemporary Jean-Michel Basquiat. They also included his 
abstract murals on the walls of the abandoned and run-down Hudson River piers, 
including one depicting an entrapped, screeching pterodactyl. The mural has been 
interpreted as representing being homosexual in the public realm. Rather than cow 
ering to societal pressure to “conform” to heterosexual hegemony, Wojnarowicz 
underscored the importance of freeing oneself from the restraints of a hostile world 
by harboring no deceptions about one’s needs and desires. Metaphorically, 
Wojnarowicz longed to soar without the limits set by an intolerant, judgmental 
society—to soar as freely as the pterodactyl traversing the primeval sky (Rizk, 
1999, 48-49).

It was during the Reagan-Bush years of the 1980’s that Wojnarowicz truly 
developed his art in opposition to the pre-invented world. Calling upon paintings, 
collages, photography, popular culture artifacts, and, of particular interest for this 
article, memoiristic narrative, Wojnarowicz not only recorded the particularities 
of his own experience, but constructed histories that would otherwise go unre 
corded in mainstream art.

Indeed, Wojnarowicz was labeled a deviant because he was overtly gay, 
but his autobiographical writings employed various narrative resistance strategies 
to reject such a societal characterization. An outcast or misfit—those were labels 
he applied to himself. But to be viewed as deviant by others because of his sexual 
preference was more than Wojnarowicz could bear. The major strategy implemented 
in a number of Wojnarowicz’s stories involved underscoring how heterosexual 
intolerance drove him underground in fulfilling his sexual needs, even though he 
believed homosexuality to be normal and a vital aspect of himself and his life. His 
stories are replete with incidents of clandestine sexual encounters with men—in 
public restrooms, behind bushes in parks, in parked cars, in the darkness of porno 
movie houses, and in New York City alleys and abandoned buildings. For ex 
ample, in the story “Into the Drift and Sway,” Wojnarowicz recounts a chance 
meeting with a truck driver in a rest stop bathroom. After it becomes clear they are
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sexually attracted to each other, Wojnarowicz and the driver seek refuge in the cab 
of his truck for their sexual encounter. The driver assures a concerned Wojnarowicz 
that the police will not catch them in the act because they always check the cars 
first. Using a stream-of-consciousness style, Wojnarowicz writes:

...and by flashing their flashlights through each one we got 
plenty of time just to enjoy it go ahead enjoy yourself and put 
ting his big hand around the back of my neck and pressing 
gently till my face could make out the outline of his moving 
dick I could see the dim hairs covering his balls go ahead use 
your tongue a lot and less teeth that’s it more tongue and less 
teeth yeah where 1 come from there’s three brothers who come 
over to my place when they can get away they come over for 
the night and they love it go ahead that’s right enjoy it enjoy 
yourself. (1992, 9—13)

Here, the narrative resistance strategy is to emphasize that consensual sexual ac 
tivity, even between members of the same sex, is a basic human need that should 
be devoid of the guilt and shame levied by an intolerant and puritanical America. 
The implication is that forcing homosexuals underground to satisfy their sexual 
longings dehumanizes them by shaming them into hiding and silence. The goal of 
this narrative resistance strategy is to shame those who denounce homosexuality 
as deviant activity; in other words, to hold textually a mirror up to the faces of the 
dogmatic and intolerant ones so that they may feel shame upon the reflection of 
their own bigotry.

A related strategy employed by Wojnarowicz in his autobiographical sto 
ries involved emphasizing how driving homosexuality underground can lead to 
dangerous circumstances. Engaging in clandestine sex with strangers, Wojnarowicz 
recounted close calls in which his life was placed in peril, including being drugged, 
thrown out a second-story window, strangled, hit in the head with a slab of marble, 
stabbed four times, and punched in the face seventeen times. Perhaps the most 
harrowing experience is graphically recalled in one of the stories of Memories 
That Smell Like Gasoline, in which a 15-year-old Wojnarowicz accepts a ride from 
a man in a beat-up red pick-up truck. What seemed like a harmless sexual encoun 
ter turns into a nightmare for Wojnarowicz when the driver ties him up with a rope, 
throws him in the back of the truck, sexually abuses him, and threatens to kill him 
by dousing his body with gasoline. The driver ends up letting Wojnarowicz go, but 
he was so traumatized by the incident that when he encountered the man in a 
movie theater lobby years later, he was still intimidated by his brutal presence. 
Wojnarowicz wrote: “I could still feel his gaze; it lingered like the stink after a bad
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fire” (1992, 15-26). The import of this narrative resistance strategy is that if society 
labels homosexuality as a deviant activity—that is, when sexuality has to be ex 
pressed in hidden and foreboding spaces—it deliberately places lives in jeopardy.

The One-Tribe Nation
Along with his homosexuality, Wojnarowicz was also deemed a deviant 

because of the anti-establishment political ideology that informed his writings and 
art. His work was often the target of criticism by various conservative forces who 
interpreted Wojnarowicz’s messages as anti-American and blasphemous. Of course, 
applying a deviant label to activists who challenge the political status quo is not a 
new phenomenon, with scientist Linus Pauling serving as a prime example. As 
long as Pauling worked solely within the realm of scientist, he was lauded by the 
media in the 1950’s as a hero. But once he spoke out against the threat of nuclear 
warfare and urged other scientists to sign a nuclear test-ban petition, Pauling’s 
loyalty toward the government was questioned to the extent that in some circles he 
was referred to as a Communist sympathizer (Lentz and Russell, 1994, 1-12).

Wojnarowicz was not a Communist, nor did he espouse any specific po 
litical affiliation; still, he was characterized as a political deviant because he bluntly 
accused the American system of using all means possible—even violence—to 
marginalize and subjugate homosexuals, people of color, the poor, the disadvan 
taged. Wojnarowicz described America as a one-tribe nation controlled by rich, 
white, heterosexual males who live in fear of diversity and thrive on perpetuating 
a code of silence designed to stifle and punish oppositional ideas, lifestyles, and 
points of view. According to Wojnarowicz, the fear of diversity exhibited by the 
one-tribe nation is characterized by the following symptoms: “sweating palms, 
angry outbursts, hysteria, the discharging of handguns, the passing of certain leg 
islation, the invasion of foreign countries, the burning down of homes, the running 
out of town, and ultimately the legalized murder of those who are diverse in their 
natures” (1991, 153-154).

For Wojnarowicz, America was actually a nation of many tribes (that is, 
diverse cultures and subcultures), but the tribe controlling the reins of money and 
power has long sought to trivialize the other tribes to the point of making them 
seem invisible. Wojnarowicz wrote of feeling invisible because of his homosexu 
ality. He would read magazines, watch television, look at billboards, view movies, 
and listen to politicians, yet find no representation of his sexuality in any of them. 
And Wojnarowicz insisted that this marginalization of homosexuals has created a 
dangerous climate for gays in America:

I can leave this room and step outside and be shot dead by a
person who believes in the moral code as set down by politi-
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cians and the various organized religions in this country and all 
the person has to do is say I tried to touch them and the courts 
will probably set that person free. That act of murder could 
easily be applauded. (155)

Labeled as a political deviant by Senator Jesse Helms and other conser 
vative politicians and observers, Wojnarowicz developed a narrative resistance 
strategy in his writings that hinged on analogizing the abuse and humiliation that 
had occurred in his youth at the hands of his drunken, violent father, with the 
belittlement and ostracism he suffered within the one-tribe nation. Wojnarowicz 
wrote that the tyranny of his father when he was growing up in suburban New 
Jersey was so oppressive that in his home “one could not laugh, one could not 
express boredom, one could not cry, one could not engage in any activity that 
showed development or growth that was independent.” And in his neighborhood 
at this time, a code of silence had developed in which the neighbors knew of the 
physical and mental abuse that was occurring, but remained silent to the anguish 
that the father was perpetrating on his wife and children (152).

Wojnarowicz learned from that experience that to keep silent is to be 
come invisible, and that only by speaking out can an individual hope to effectuate 
change. Wojnarowicz perceived the one-tribe nation to be the national equivalent 
of his father: intolerant, oppressive, inhumane, and hostile toward individuality. 
For Wojnarowicz, a government that would stand by idly while homosexuals are 
being vilified and threatened with physical harm must be overtly confronted with 
evidence of the misery being perpetuated. Similarly, any government that does not 
actively fund research to alleviate the suffering of those afflicted with AIDS must 
be confronted with proof of the consequences of such inaction. As Wojnarowicz 
characterized his refusal to stay silent:

Bottom line, if people don’t say what they believe, those ideas 
and feelings get lost. If they are lost often enough, those ideas 
and feelings never return. This is what my father hoped would 
happen with his actions toward my display of individuality.
And this is the hope of certain government officials and reli 
gious leaders as well. When I make statements like this l do 
not make them lightly. I make them from a position of experi 
ence—the experience of what it is to be homosexual in this 
country. What it is to be a man who is capable of loving men, 
physically and emotionally (153-154).
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By utilizing the father and one-tribe nation analogy in his writings, Wojnarowicz 
textually resisted the stigma of political deviant by humanizing his political dis 
course. Rather than let his positions exist in an ideological vacuum, Wojnarowicz 
chose to explain the experiential genesis of his political ideology. How he viewed 
the government and religion were indelibly linked to his turbulent childhood expe 
riences. Wojnarowicz acknowledged that fact in his writings, and in so doing, used 
his narrative to address those who would label him a political deviant.

The Stigma of AIDS
Not only was Wojnarowicz labeled a deviant because of his homosexual 

ity and political ideology, he was also labeled as such because he was afflicted 
with AIDS. A common thread of many of Wojnarowicz’s writings is the idea that 
America has turned its back on AIDS victims, primarily because the one-tribe 
nation views them as suffering from a “gay disease,” and thus, those who contract 
AIDS deserve to die. The literature of deviance verifies that individuals with AIDS 
face the social isolation and discrimination which usually accompanies a stigma 
tized status (Leiker et al., 1995, 333-335). Stigma is a central concept in the re 
search of labeling, also known as societal reaction theory. Goffman (1963) consid 
ered a stigma to be a powerful, negative social label that radically changes an 
individual’s social identity. Goffman held that three types of stigma exist: abomi 
nations of the body, or physical stigma; blemishes of individual character, such as 
socially undesirable beliefs or passions; and the tribal stigma of race, nation, and 
religion. Goffman held that a stigma disrupts regular social interaction because 
those with a stigma are seen as less than human and undeserving of full participa 
tion by the people who do not depart from societal expectations.

Wojnarowicz, who contracted AIDS in the late 1980’s and died in 1992, 
faced a physical stigma imposed by a homophobic society ignorant of how the 
disease is spread and terrified of its effects. Dramatic weight loss, body sores, 
night sweats, and other corporeal maladies make AIDS victims visible targets for 
vilification, and Wojnarowicz was no different. Despite the stigma of AIDS, he 
relied on his autobiographical writings as a way to break free from the tyranny of 
the label of sexual deviant. After all, he openly discussed his homosexuality, and 
in doing so, he became the target of people who believed that he deserved the fate 
of impending death. As Tewksbury (1994) has pointed out, labels and identities 
imposed by society can be socially managed by individuals through the manipula 
tion of language. By influencing the identities others attribute to them, persons 
with AIDS seek to minimize the negative consequences of their possession of a 
discreditable status (337-341).

The narrative resistance strategy crafted by Wojnarowicz to escape the 
stigma of AIDS centered on using texts as a conduit for informing people of the
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consequences of the disease, purposely choosing language that is explicit and shock 
ing in detail. The strategy is predicated on the notion that knowledge and truth are 
the most vigorous weapons to defeat ignorance. Wojnarowicz’s writings helped 
the author shed the label of sexual deviant by confronting the reader with a relent 
less outpouring of information that dispels the myth of the so-called “gay disease.” 

In his stories and diary entries, Wojnarowicz described in excruciating 
detail the constant nausea, head pains, fevers, and night sweats he experienced 
during his battle with AIDS, as well as the humiliating tests and examinations by 
perplexed physicians who ordered an endless stream of bone biopsies, intestinal 
biopsies, blood work, and drugs. Wojnarowicz also sought to humanize the AIDS 
experience by subjecting the reader to the utter sense of desperation and isolation 
faced by those with AIDS. As Wojnarowicz wrote in a 1991 diary entry:

I’m sick of feeling like a fucking empty Xerox version of my 
former self. Myself of last year is gone, is totally away in the 
past, floating like a rag in the wind. I’m blank, I’m a copy of 
my features, I look similar to a year ago but that sense of liv 
ing, of fantasies, of hope, of purpose, of need, all of it’s gone.
(1999, 265)

Thus, by applying a narrative style that emphasized graphic information 
and harrowing stories culled from personal experience, Wojnarowicz sought to cut 
loose from the restraints of the label of sexual deviant. And his writings also sought 
to humanize the AIDS experience by emphasizing not only the level of suffering 
experienced, but by expressing, at times in furious exasperation, that AIDS victims 
are human beings who should not be treated like lepers. Wojnarowicz reiterated this 
theme in a 1991 interview, stating: “Some people have this idea that you’re diag 
nosed with AIDS and all of a sudden you’re just a disease on two legs, or you’re just 
waiting for death, or that your life goes into suspended animation. Or that you’re 
facing some death skull down the road, and it’s just bullshit” (Goldin 60).

Throughout the 1980’s and ‘90’s, David Wojnarowicz waged an aesthetic 
guerrilla war against the one-tribe nation of rich, white, male, heterosexual America 
in his art and in his writings. His works relentlessly challenged the inhumanity of 
the status quo and gave voice to the excluded, repressed, repulsive, despised, and 
stigmatized of society. Wojnarowicz’s subversive critique, however, came at a price: 
he was often labeled sexually deviant because of his homosexuality and his afflic 
tion with AIDS (both major themes in his work), and politically deviant because of 
his anti-establishment positions. His autobiographical writings particularly sought 
to break free from the bonds of these labels, calling upon narrative resistance strat 
egies designed to shock, inform, and confront readers, and ultimately to humanize
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the pain, suffering, and desperation of those living in the shadow of the American
Dream.

Arizona State University Dennis Russell
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“Size Matters”: Narcissism on 
American Bumper Stickers

If we are to agree with the view that individuals and social groups at large 
have some degree of freedom in creating the cultural worlds in which they interact, 
as open-minded researchers we must be attentive to less traditional modes of self- 
expression and how they contribute to global cultural processes. One medium of 
communication that has received limited attention and is worthy of closer scrutiny 
is the use of automobile decals, or bumper stickers. The study of bumper stickers 
is potentially laden with unique insights into the minds of Americans and the 
Zeitgeist of popular culture (Heeren, 1980; Stem and Solomon, 1992).

Bumper stickers are easily obtainable and affordable vehicles for the expression 
of personal views, humor, opinions on social problems, various frustrations and 
ideas, as well as self-proclamations and group affiliation (Stem and Solomon, 
1992). It is highly difficult to accurately estimate the size of the bumper sticker 
population. The numbers vary enormously across space and time, but according to 
three recent surveys conducted by Endersby and Towle (1996) they seem to oscillate 
between one sixth and one fourth of the total population of cars. Jankowski and 
Strate’s (1995) numbers are similar, but they are particularly interesting for they 
point to the enormous decline in political stickers (which represent about 5% of 
the general population). Gardner’ s (1997) findings on the ownership of stickers 
are particularly interesting as they violate the commonly held assumption that 
stickers are less likely be found on newer and more expensive automobile models, 
typically owned by upper class members. Indeed her qualitative, non-random survey 
of over 200 drivers established that anyone, irrespective of social status, class, 
age, gender, political orientation, or education level is equally likely to affix a 
sticker on their car. Newhagen and Ancell (1995) followed a more systematic 
approach by surveying 40 suburban neighborhoods selected to represent racial 
and class differences and found stickers to be more common on cars parked in 
low-income areas. By means of open-ended interviews Gardner also found that 
individuals who display them are simply motivated by the will to make a statement, 
to send out a message, to personalize their vehicle, or to identify themselves by 
standing out on the road. Previous studies also argued that the choice of displaying 
signs such as bumper stickers, pins, or yard signs serves important social 
psychological functions. Cars function as extensions of the self (Belk, 1988), and 
stickers can serve as additional symbolic expressions of one’s self-concept (Stem 
and Solomon, 1992).
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Bumper stickers have been identified and studied as expressions of individuality 
(Heeren, 1980; Stem and Solomon, 1992), group and political affiliation (Endersby 
and Towle, 1996; Jorgenson, 1977; Kriznar, 1993), and political discourse (Bloch, 
2000). From these studies one gets a sense that the world of bumper stickers is, 
first and foremost, an arena for social commentary. Heeren (1980) found stickers 
to share with graffiti much of the same character of cultural protest, in his study, 
representative of the sexual liberation of the 1970’s. Both bumper stickers and 
mural graffiti represent alternative media on which not just political themes, but 
rather a poli vocal discourse truly representative of popular culture does take place.

More recent investigations on the political significance of automobile decals 
have taken place notwithstanding the general acceptance of the demise of the 
political sticker. The image of a Vermont license-plated VW van pasted with a 
“Visualize world peace” sticker or a similar message is now an anachronism (Baker, 
1991). As a matter of fact, in North America, where political and diplomatic conflict 
has become less ideological and one’s confidence in absolute truth has become 
much less secure, mobile discourse has dramatically shifted to apparently senseless 
commentary such as:

Visualize whirled peas.
Putting bumper stickers in context: The era of radical individualism
In order to better understand the significance of the text of bumper stickers 

and its newer ideological message in relation to the greater cultural context of 
which they are expression it is necessary to reflect upon some of the more recent 
changes in the popular conception of work and interpersonal relationships - the 
topics of interest here.

Primarily preoccupied with the quest for survival, premodem existence was 
traditionally dedicated to incessant production and comforted by a strong web of 
interpersonal relationships and immanent values that granted an individual a stable 
sense of meaning and belonging. The contemporary state of late capitalism on the 
other hand is a condition characterized by an increased stability in the flow of 
consumption and a deeper uncertainty at the philosophical level (Baumeister, 1986). 
With comparatively more economic security, the quest for meaning and pleasure 
often assumed a radically individualistic character characterized by more 
independence from traditional credos, more autonomy from community ties, more 
liberty to enjoy the fruits of a wealthier life (Bellah, 1985).

In our contemporary era, more individuals than ever before are increasingly 
keen on material accumulation and as new and more products are sought after, 
also a new sense of insecurity arises along with consumption and limitless choice. 
As less time is dedicated to work, and as traditional institutions lose more and 
more clout, more philosophical uncertainty, and more doubt arise. With the demise 
of long-established truths, the sense of a stable self has been severely challenged,
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and as cultural uncertainty has arisen so have the needs for feelings of authenticity 
and continuity (Gergen, 1991). In response, a new individualistic culture has become 
readily available: one that is product of the fiercely independent and entrepreneurial 
mentality that has accompanied the pursuit of economic success. Pushed to strive 
for economic autonomy, many individuals have found aspects of this new culture 
to be a source of meanings that readily substituted the sense of comfort (and 
obligation) that the community previously offered. According to this credo of radical 
individualism, interpersonal ties are nothing but shackles, remainders of a weak 
condition the independent individual must rise above. In this reformed language 
of hyper-individualism, love and interpersonal relationships have become the 
epitome of dependence, while material accumulation has turned to symbolize 
success and independence (Bellah et al., 1985). These narcissistic changes are of 
course a tendency, a trend that has emerged and taken a strong hold on the American 
Zeitgeist, but certainly only one cultural movement amongst many others.

The construct of narcissism was not too long ago brought to the attention of 
the general public through the works of historian and social critic Christopher 
Lasch (1978). What is new about this old concept rooted in Greek mythology is its 
contemporary manifestation in the sense of meaninglessness and philosophical 
doubt that has infused an increasingly greater part of culture and society throughout 
the past quarter of a century.

As more observers became concerned about the emerging narcissistic spirit a 
new therapeutic culture of the self surfaced. The therapeutic self increasingly 
occupied a larger space in popular discourse. Terms such as self-esteem, self-image, 
self-concept, to name a few, became common in everyday conversations as books 
on self-help occupied more and more shelf space in bookstores across the country. 
The new self was to be sanitized, educated, and explored in search of awareness, 
becoming an ideal, a nirvana, a mystical space where happiness and meaning would 
be found (Lasch, 1978). This was a self capable o f accepting weakness, 
understanding feelings, respecting others, giving love, and expressing its creative 
essence through care and dedication. A self that was capable of honesty, sympathy, 
humility, intimacy, and spirituality constituted the perfect therapy to the narcissistic 
tendencies that had begun to take hold among the masses. However, throughout 
the 1980’s and 90’s the therapeutic self campaign could not avoid the collision 
with the rampant hedonism of the times and later with the explosion of media- 
influenced commercialized sexuality and unrestrained consumerism. This is an 
example of the cultural confusion Bellah, and Hewitt (1989) spoke of, traditional 
community values coexisting along narcissistic tendencies and the new culture of 
the self. Caught in a tug of war between the temptations of everyday life and the 
ascetic recommendations of the therapeutic self, many narcissism-prone Americans 
turned a blind eye to the specter of their own limitations and rebelled to the anti-
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materialistic culture prescriptions, as the following sticker epitomizes:
I don't need therapy, I need money.
Consumers seeking to buy stickers have the option of choosing amongst over 

300 companies that market their products on the World Wide Web in addition to 
traditional retail outlets. In addition, a few software programs available over the 
Internet allow the more creative shoppers the option of writing customized messages. 
With the wide array of choice of stickers available for analysis, it is not possible to 
study bumper sticker discourse by means of standard survey methods. Instead of 
selecting small sampling units by prowling America’s parking lots and cruising its 
highways, this study is an approximated census of all American bumper stickers 
whose themes are related to the broad spheres of love, sexuality, interpersonal 
relationships, work, and money. Since it would have been impossible to conduct 
such a census by exclusively taking note of stickers sighted in traffic, the author 
collected stickers in addition in retail stores and over the Internet by including 
those for sale and also those collected and published on a number of specialized 
web sites. The present analysis is based on this sizeable collection of 1,164 stickers. 
While keeping in mind that double-meanings are frequent, and surely enough 
different readers may arrive at different interpretations of some messages, the 
greatest majority of the stickers collected were somehow characterized by a tone 
of jaded, cynical, sarcastic irreverence toward the values of the therapeutic culture 
of the self.

“Mean People Suck...”
Critical for the understanding of all the other themes analyzed here is the 

category of bumper stickers whose messages deal with oneself in relation to other 
people. These stickers are marked by a cynical and disenchanted tone. Many 
messages tell about the frustration experienced when dealing with people. However 
it seems that frustration originates more because of the overwhelming amount of 
needs others are supposed to satisfy. The following bumper sticker captures well 
this point.

Bottomless pit of needs & wants.
Consider these messages for example:
The more people I meet, the more I like my dog.
The more women 1 meet, the more I like my Harley.

According to theory on the narcissistic personality others irritate narcissists because 
of their inability to provide them with constant gratification. In a condition marked 
by material accumulation, endless power struggle, and cutthroat competition, others 
can only serve a purpose when they can be exploited. The narcissistic self indeed 
thus experiences a high degree of frustration. The typical sense of inflated grandiosity 
is obtained at the price of suffering many disillusions. The presence of others reminds 
narcissists that the world does not revolve around them. Particularly vulnerable to
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wish to retreat in frustration. Many bumper stickers narrate stories of pent-up 
emotions and anger towards other people, as the following stickers do:

How many times do I have to flush before you go away?
Some people are alive only because it’s illegal to kill them.
Learn from your parents’ mistake: use birth control.

Going back to the theory, narcissists fear that having children can only restrict 
their freedom. However, the existence of children is purposeful when they allow 
their parents to bask in their reflected glory. It may very well be true that the 
original sticker...

Proud parent of a honor student a t...
...was born out o f an authentic sense o f pride for one’s children’s 

accomplishments. As it often happens in the world of stickers though, many decals 
emerge as a response to original messages, and function as replies to those, such 
as...:

My kid beat up your honor student son.
My son had sex with your honor student daughter.
...and these replies seem motivated more by a sore competitive spirit than 

anything else. The misanthropy of narcissistic individuals, as theory suggests, is 
also manifested in their resentment toward members of the opposite sex. Colliding 
cultural prescriptions of the past and present have overlapped resulting in deep 
uncertainty about gender roles. Some men, perhaps taught by the new therapeutic 
culture of the self to transcend their insecurity by getting in touch with their sensitive 
and spontaneous androgynous side have resorted to denial and macho self- 
aggrandizement. The man who struggles to appear more masculine by driving 
more powerful cars and dating large-breasted women suffers from the same 
existential insecurity his female counterpart does by getting breast implants and 
riding exclusively in their men’s fast cars (Stern, 1979). The reader can notice the 
belligerent character of these messages, which directly reflect the conflict between 
the genders:

Men aren’t pigs....pigs are gentle, cute creatures!
Women like silent men, they think they’re listening.
Don’t be sexist - broads hate that!
If you think the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach...you’re aiming 

too high.
Narcissists demand adoration, “intimacy without vulnerability, love without 

commitment or responsibility”(Stem, 1979, p.3), and feel a generalized skepticism 
toward the usefulness of perceiving and expressing feelings, and establishing close 
interpersonal relationships. There is an impressing quantity of bumper stickers 
providing a jaded commentary on the importance of long lasting romantic 
relationships:
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Women may come and women may go, but you can always rely on your truck.
If you want a stable relationship get a horse.
It’s better to have LOVED and LOST, than to have LOVED and WON.
One might assume that the quest for personal freedom and individual pleasure 

for some has eroded the traditional institutions of marriage and the family, from 
which just until recently many individuals derived their sense of identity and life’s 
meaning. Narcissistic individuals for example are unable to feel and express love 
for others as they cannot abandon the complete self-absorption that characterizes 
their life. Notice this sticker for example:

I am in love with me.
Whenever the presence of others fails to foster one’s progress toward goal- 

achievement, the narcissist gets rid of them. Many bumper stickers illustrate this 
concept:

Drink till she’s cute, but stop before the wedding.
Love, marriage, family, committed relationships are all seen as prisons instituted 

to deprive its inmates of the essential and most gratifying freedoms of life:
My wife said: “if you go fishing one more time I’ll leave you”. I’m sure going 

to miss her.
I got this motor-home for my husband: best deal I ever made.
Spouses represent the wardens of prisons in which people have been forced by 

nothing but their own foolishness:
Not all girls are fools, some are single.
Man is not complete until he is married, then he’s finished.
Love is perceived as a weakness perhaps because it is identified with explicit 

dependence on another being, a concept well captured by the following:
When you’re in love you’re at the mercy of a stranger.
Narcissists find the world of sexuality to be a more adequate answer than love 

to their needs. Narcissistic sexuality is completely deprived of the committed, 
passionate, and loving attention typical of caring family relationships. This aspect 
is well represented in the following:

Wanted: Meaningful overnight relationships.
Condoms are easier to change than diapers.
For a narcissist, self-centered sexual activity becomes an enterprise undertaken 

to buttress one’s self-esteem and public image, rather than in order to explore the 
communion with another being. The text of bumper stickers is replete with examples 
of this sexual obsession. Sexual desire is an uncontrollable, self-indulgent urge... 
Will work for food, will beg for sex.

I gave up drinking, smoking, and sex: Worst 15 minutes of my life.
In the sample collected sex is characterized by a self-gratifying desire that 

prevails over the loving aspect of sexual consummation:
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Sometimes I wake up grumpy, other times I let her sleep.
Endemic in the narcissist population is also a fascination with oral sex. This 

narcissist’s favorite also symbolizes his selfishness and need for non-reciprocated 
fulfillment. There are many stickers dedicated to celebrating the pleasures of 
(receiving) oral sex:

It’s lonely at the top, but you eat better.
Life’s a buffet, so eat me!
Nice people swallow.
Yeah, right! Like I’m going to put that icky thing in my mouth!
Narcissists find the competition of sexual promiscuity to be their path to 

success. Promiscuity becomes another form of material attainment the narcissist 
engages in to demonstrate a winning character. Constantly tonnented by self-doubt, 
the adult narcissist is obsessed with peer competition and the need to achieve a 
high social status in order to forget one’s insecurities. Consider the following:
So many men (women), so little time.

Numerous bumper stickers exemplify the performance aspect and the 
competitive character of the popularity contest of sexual behavior:

Athletes score more.
Divers do it deeper.
Vegetarians taste better.
Over-preoccupation with sex, constant excitement and self-doubting fears of 

inadequacy make for a combination of performance anxiety and insatiable sexual 
hunger. The narcissistic self’s main preoccupation is that of performing, as if in 
front of an audience whose acceptance represents the ultimate prize and the only 
motivation for acting. This sticker illustrates well this point:

The sex was so good that even the neighbors had a cigarette.
The sexual act for a narcissist is an occasion for admiring one’s successful 

self and proficient body. These stickers, however humorous, seem to reflect how 
one is much more thrilled by the attractiveness of one’s own shape than by being 
attracted to a lover:

Does this condom make me look fat?
It could be worse: what if sex was fattening?
Narcissists challenge themselves to be recognized to be the best at it, those 

who get it the most, and also from the best catches. At the light of these observations 
it is perhaps easier to understand one of the possible messages stickers such as the 
following may send:

My other wife is beautiful.
My other toy has tits.
The first sticker stresses out the importance of beauty and does so by offering 

some kind of a boastful justification. It is as if the owner of this sticker had been
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seen driving his car next to a an unappealing wife, and out of the concern to score 
a good impression with others he tells us that he has more than one woman, and 
the second one is attractive enough to impress us. The spirit of the second sticker 
is somewhat similar. Once again it feels like this sticker, in a narcissistic fashion is 
displayed in order to impress its readers.

In the language of bumper stickers there are numerous similarities between 
the themes of interpersonal relationships and work ethic. To begin with, work is 
perceived to be as much restricting of one’s freedom and independence as love is. 
In their language work is a necessary evil, a hell that civilization has been 
condemned to in order to survive, much like the punishment represented by the 
family:

I only work here because I’ve become accustomed to certain luxuries.. .eating 
and living indoors.

Monday is an awful way to spend 1/7 of your life.
The workplace is perceived by the subordinate to be very much like an inescapable 
prison:

A cubicle is just a padded cell without a door.
This isn’t an office: it’s hell with fluorescent lighting.
The warden of the workplace is the boss, and the similarities between their 

functions and spouses’ are clear:
My other boss is my wife.
Happiness is seeing your boss’ picture on the back of a milk carton.
Let us go back to the theory on the narcissistic personality for a moment. 

Narcissistic tendencies cause the self to stoutly refuse involvement with the external 
world. Narcissistic individuals experience alternating stages o f maniacal 
communion with their external world (perceived as a reflection of their own image) 
to sobering reality breaks. Any form of involvement is perceived to be a menace to 
the need for control. Caring is nothing but a way to expose oneself to the 
uncertainties of a frustrating world that does not respond to their every need. 
Feelings of closeness with romantic partners are therefore considered foolish, and 
identification with one’s work appears as threatening for one’s autonomy. Laziness 
at work is thus to be considered the parallel of insensitivity at home, and many 
bumper stickers reveal the importance of being lazy and not caring.

Hard work has a future payoff. Laziness pays off NOW.
All I want is less to do, more time to do it, and higher pay for not getting it 

done.
Work of course becomes much more rewarding when one can enjoy some 

autonomy as well as the opportunity to be left alone to enjoy oneself:
I love my boss, I love my job, I’m self-employed.

There are several other similarities between the themes of work and the family
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that exemplify the common spirit that inspires these two categories of bumper 
stickers. As mentioned, being successful and accepted by others is critical:

Success always occurs in private, and failure in full view.
No one is listening until you make a mistake.

A bumper sticker such as...
My lawyer can beat up your lawyer.
...cannot but remind us of the pride of having one’s son beat up someone’s 

honor student child. Or, consider these for example:
I thought I wanted a career, turns out I just wanted paychecks.
He who dies with the most toys wins.
In the language of these bumper stickers, one could say that money is to sex 

what work is to love. The left side of this equation synthesizes the narcissistic 
system of consumption of late capitalism; the right side represents the system of 
production of a premodem society. Ends against means, the individual over the 
collective, autonomy versus dependence, materialism opposed to asceticism, the 
present over the future, the narcissistic self over the cooperative community.

Hitherto, we have observed how the ideology of this sample of bumper stickers 
emphasizes the importance of attaining high social status and personal prestige 
through sexual conquest and material accumulation. According to the existing theory 
on the narcissistic personality, status and prestige are sought after by narcissists 
because they confirm their inflated and grandiose self-concept and also grant power 
over others. Obsessed with self-fulfillment, and being over-dependent on others 
for the satisfaction of their wishes, narcissists come to believe that the accumulation 
of power is synonymous with security. By attaining a high status the individual 
rises above the anonymity of the masses, and by exercising this power the narcissistic 
self can achieve a sense of control that quells temporarily many fundamental 
insecurities.

Status is also a measure of success that individuals choose to accumulate and 
display in order to be accepted and recognized. In our society material accumulation 
occupies an increasingly greater role for the definition of success. One’s public 
social status may be seen as a product that can be consumed and displayed in a 
logic of consumption in which some products have more prestige and value than 
others according to the current fashion (Baudrillard, 1981). Following this logic, 
the narcissist would believe that the current fashion is represented by our society’s 
fascination with sexual conquest and wealth accumulation. Sex and money, 
perceived to be the most prestigious and valuable social products, need to be publicly 
consumed and displayed in order to grant higher status. In Baudrillardian terms, it 
is not from their use that these products derive their value, but rather from their 
capability of being displayed and exchanged to symbolize something, i.e. success. 
In such a sign-value economy sexual partners become goods. In this logic of
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consumption people are priced in terms of clear values: women are priced in terms 
of their appearance and how closely they resemble its cultural ideal, and men are 
priced in terms of their personal wealth. Consider how these bumper stickers 
illustrate this point:

Fat chicks make my car scrape.
Life’s too short to dance with ugly women.
Coffee, chocolate, men: some things are just better richer.
Men: bigger, stronger, better.
In sum, personal and private enjoyment matter little to narcissists. Instead, it 

is the public display of success that turns them on. Self-fulfillment and self- 
expression through love and work, typical of expressive rather than utilitarian 
individualism (Bellah et al., 1985) are much more private enterprises than sexual 
prowess and wealth display are, and this is one of the reasons why it is the latter 
activities that the narcissist prefers. In other words, a caring wife and a fuel-efficient 
car are much less captivating than a pin-up date and a shining new convertible.

These floating signifiers tell us a great deal about some aspects of our culture. 
Obviously the author is not implying that our culture is inherently narcissistic and 
that is all there is. Indeed, some bumper stickers pertinent to the themes of sex, 
love, others, money, and work cannot be said to be representative of narcissistic 
values (approximately 4% of this sample). In addition, Endersby and Towle’s (1996) 
findings as well as others’ (Bloch, 2000; Jorgenson, 1977; Kriznar, 1993), point to 
some of the affiliative principles of political and religious stickers that could be 
read to be representative of traditional community values. These messages point 
to the importance of involvement, care, acceptance, and togetherness. Their message 
of protest is in a way against the increasingly materialistic character of our society. 
Just like some messages speak against community-oriented values, other stickers 
may protest against radical individualism.

Bumper stickers are in conclusion voices of protest that rebel not simply against 
this or that idea, but more importantly against the feelings of anonymity that urban 
life, cultural uncertainty, and relativity have generated. The alma mater logo, the 
“save the whales” message, the “Bush for President” sticker, all beg us to pay 
attention to this cause or that issue or feeling. All forms of graffiti, such as stickers, 
in a sense are cries in the dark, urban forms of rebellion against anonymity.

Until research and theory establish precise relations between a sticker and its 
owner we cannot speak of anything but of the text of these signifiers in the cultural 
background in which they are produced, which is what this article has attempted 
to do. The study of bumper stickers is an excellent way of reflecting upon 
contemporary popular culture. A careful reading of its characteristics as a medium 
and their messages may tell students of contemporary society much about several 
emerging cultural phenomena worthy of close attention. Future research will enable
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us to understand the connection between individual owners of stickers and their
floating signifiers, and quite possibly between stickers and their owners’ identity
on the background of cultural change.

Washington State University Phillip Vannini

W orks Cited
Baker, Ross (1991). “Bumper Crop.” American Demographics, January: p. 19.
Baudrillard, Jean (1981). For a Critique of the Political Economy of the Sign. Translated by 

Charles Levin. St. Louis: Telos.
Baumeister, Roy (1986). Identity: Cultural Change and the Struggle for the Self New York: 

Oxford.
Belk, Russell (1988). “Possessions and the Extended Selff  Journal o f Consumer Research 

15, pp.139-168.
Bellah, Robert N., Madsen, Richard, Sullivan, William M., Swindler, Ann, and Tipton, Steven 

(1985). Habits o f the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American Life. Berkeley: 
University o f California Press.

Bloch, Linda-Renee (2000). “Mobile Discourse: Bumper Stickers as a Communication Event 
in Israel.” Journal o f Communication 50, pp. 48-76.

Endersby, James W. and Towle, Michael (1996). “Tailgate Partisanship: Political and Social 
Expression through Bumper Stickers.” The Social Science Journal, 33, pp. 307-319.

Gardner, Carol (1997). Bumper Sticker Wisdom: Americas Pulpit above the Tailpipe. 
Hillsboro, OR: Beyond Words Publishing.

Gergen, Kenneth (1991). The Saturated Self. New York: Basic Books.
Heeren, John W. (1980). “Phrases do it on your Tee Shirt: Personal Graffiti in Modem 

Society.” California Sociologist, 3, pp. 37-44.
Hewitt, John (1989). Dilemmas of the American Self. Philadelphia: T.U. Press.
Jankowski, T. B. and Strate, J. M. (1995). “Modes of Participation of the Adult Life Span.” 

Political Behavior 17, pp. 89-106.
Jorgenson, Dale (1977). “Contents o f Graffiti and Bumper Stickers as Measures o f Political 

Behavior.” Perceptual & Motor Skills 45, p. 630.
Kriznar, N. (1993). “Visual Symbols o f National Identity: Slovene Bumper Stickers and the 

Collective Unconscious.” Visual Sociology’ 8, pp. 58-63.
Lasch, Christopher (1978). The Culture o f Narcissism: American Life in an Age of 

Diminishing Expectations. New York: W.W. Norton & Co.
Newhagen, Jon, and Ancell, Mike (1995). “The Expression o f Emotion and Social Status in 

the Language o f Bumper Stickers.” Journal o f Language and Social Psychology ’ 4 p. 
312-323.

Stem, Aaron (1979). Me: The Narcissistic American. New York: Ballantine Books.
Stem, Barbara, and Solomon, Mike (1992). “Have You Kissed Your Professor Today?: 

Bumper Stickers and Consumer Self-Statements.” Advances in Consumer Research 19, 
pp. 169-174.



100 Popular Culture Review



Farscape9s John Crichton 
and Buck Rogers in the 25th Century: 

Revisited for a New Millennium

Who am I? Where am I going? What is my purpose for living? These are 
all questions that the archetypal Hero poses while reflecting on his/her life. Often, 
the answers lie in the Hero undertaking a journey into the deepest regions of the 
unknown in order to induce the proper self-reflection. Mythology scholar Joseph 
Campbell describes the Hero’s journey as a “call to adventure” in which (s)he 
moves out of the comfortable confines of society into a “place of strangely fluid 
and polymorphous beings, unimaginable torments, superhuman deeds, and im 
possible delight” (58). This realm can be likened to the sci-fi universe that the 
fictional astronaut navigates in the hopes of finding a way back to his homeland.

Comic strips and movie serials were the first to seize upon this premise, 
transplanting their characters centuries into the future. Science fiction encyclope 
dia compilers Roger Fulton and John Betancourt note that in the original 1929 
newspaper comic, an ex-Air Force pilot by the name of Buck Rogers was survey 
ing an abandoned mine shaft and was soon overcome by a strange, noxious gas 
that kept him in a state of suspended animation for nearly 500 years. When he 
awoke, Buck found himself in a world of technological wonders as well as terrible 
dangers (94). While the serials of the 1930s and 40s brought instant notoriety to 
Buster Crabbe, who portrayed Buck Rogers (and fellow Hero Flash Gordon) on 
the big screen, the comic strip remained the only vehicle to popularize the figure 
until the late 1960s when it ended its run in the newspapers. Audiences would have 
to wait an entire decade before an updated version of Buck Rogers in the 25,h 
Century appeared on the small screen, thanks to the success of Star Wars (1977) 
and the popularity of its television successor, Battlestar: Galactica (1978-1979).

In the Glen Larson Buck Rogers production (1979-1981), our Hero is 
portrayed as an American astronaut (Gil Gerard) whose Ranger III space probe is 
blown out of trajectory by an unknown, spatial phenomenon. The mysterious force 
suspends Buck’s life force for approximately five centuries until he is thawed out 
by the forces of the Draconian Empire under the command of the evil yet volup 
tuous Princess Ardala (played by Pamela Hensley). Buck eventually allies himself 
with the Earth Directorate, headed by a “think tank” of scientists and computers 
including Dr. Huer (Tim O’Connor) and Dr. Theopolis (voice supplied by Eric 
Server). While the series lasted only a season and a half, it did deliver state-of-the- 
art special effects plus a cast of relatable figures, from the joke-cracking Buck and
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spunky Colonel Wilma Deering (Erin Gray) to the endearing midget drone Twiki 
(Felix Silla).

Not until 1998 would Buck Rogers resurface again in the form of a new 
television series produced for the Sci-Fi Cable Channel by Rockne S. O’Bannon. 
Promising to be the one of the most unique programs of the sci-fi genre, Farscape 
would lift a variety of elements from its predecessor, including its initial story line. 
Another astronaut by the name of John Crichton (Ben Browder) encounters a worm- 
hole anomaly that catapults his Farscape One craft into a future timeline popu 
lated by strange aliens, including the Luxan warrior Ka D’Argo (Anthony Simcoe), 
a Delvian priestess Pa’u Zhaan (Virginia Hey), and Hynerian royalty Rygel the 
XVI (John Eccleston). Like Buck, John finds himself in an interstellar war in which 
he sides with the underdogs (namely, the aforementioned creatures who have con 
fiscated the biological ship Moya) against the Nazi-like forces of the Peacekeepers 
headed by Captain Bialar Crais (Lani John Tupu) who want to dominate the gal 
axy. As sci-fi series analyst Resa Nelson reports, the only way John holds onto his 
psyche in this insane universe is “by making constant references to Earth (mostly 
American) culture. Apparently, none of the other characters understand what he’s 
talking about—but Crichton does.. .[This becomes] the perfect protection mecha 
nism in a world gone topsy-turvy” (67). Interestingly, Gerard’s Buck Rogers was 
also known for his colorful, twentieth-century slang throughout the show’s first 
season. His interactions with Twiki became just as memorable as those between 
Browder’s John Crichton and midget alien Rygel (dubbed “Sparky” by the Farscape 
astronaut).

Besides the overall thematic similarities, both Buck Rogers and Farscape 
share other salient features that will be the focus of this manuscript. In the pilot 
episodes of each series, astronauts Buck Rogers and John Crichton are suspected 
of being spies for, respectively, the Draconian Empire and the Peacekeeper Sebacean 
Regime. They have to convince the “good guys/aliens” of their innocence, in par 
ticular the headstrong female Colonels Wilma Deering (Gray) and Aeryn Sun 
(Claudia Black). Because the Draconians and Sebaceans closely approximate the 
humanoid form, it is no easy task for our Heroes, so lengthy interrogations pro 
ceed. Ultimately, actions on the part of the astronauts speak louder than words. 
Starlog magazine writer David Hirsch explains in detail within the series’ Episode 
Guide what Buck has to do: namely, penetrate the Draconian flagship without 
being detected, drug Princess Ardala in her bedchambers, manage to access the 
hidden flight decks, and prevent the Draconian forces from attacking the Earth by 
blowing up their ships before they traverse the same route he took in his Ranger III 
to the Terran Defense Headquarters (39). Likewise, in the Farscape premiere, John 
has to escape his prison cell aboard Moya with a confiscated eating utensil, free Ka 
D’Argo and Aeryn from the clutches of Captain Crais by using one of the
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Peacekeeper’s own hand blasters, and in the confusion flee the enemy armada by 
performing a dangerous, slingshot maneuver involving bouncing the Leviathan 
ship off the atmosphere of a nearby planet, thereby propelling Moya and her alien 
crew into the farthest sector of space.

Some other commonalities in the pilots are worth mentioning. The image 
of Colonel Aeryn Sun is directly patterned after her counterpart Wilma Deering, 
with her hair pulled back, her weapon in her holster, and her abrasive and intimi 
dating initial attitude toward the Hero. In fact, Rhonda Krafchin’s description of 
Claudia Black/Aeryn Sun as the “Chick with a Gun” (a moniker the actress uses 
when chatting on Farscape"s Internet sites) is applicable to Erin Gray’s Wilma 
who might very well be the prototypic (if not slinkiest) military woman of a sci-fi 
series to handle a blaster with ease (40-41). With respect to the male leads, Buck 
and John not only are on the receiving end of these Amazons’ wrath for a good 
portion of each story, but they also remain in their space uniforms—almost afraid 
to get too comfortable in their new surroundings. While looking “out of place,” it 
would appear that the only way the astronauts can function on some minimal level 
is to remind themselves of who they were and what their jobs entailed (i.e., deep 
space exploration). Curiously, John does not change his attire for a majority of the 
first season’s episodes, reflecting more than anything else his desire to cope (un 
successfully) with the “bizarre and twisted universe” he inhabits. Dan Yakir’s pro 
file of John Crichton as “a fish out of water” is apt, as this once “capable, can-do 
spaceman” encounters a timeline radically different from his own (73). At least 
Buck Rogers can still employ his navigational skills working as a pilot for the 
Earth Defense Directorate, making his transition a bit more bearable in this futur 
istic Earth populated by evil mutants and alien menaces. Perhaps this may account 
for Buck’s wearing more updated outfits (military and civilian) by the second tele 
play, “Planet of the Slave Girls.”

In terms of adjustment, neither Buck Rogers nor John Crichton totally 
abandons the dream of returning home. Several Buck Rogers episodes lay down 
this thread of hope for our wayward Hero. “A Dream of Jennifer” (aka “Jennifer”) 
involves Buck being haunted by a young woman named Leila (Anne Lockhart), 
who bears a striking resemblance to his lost love in the twentieth century. Buck’s 
wish for a happy reunion are quickly dashed when he discovers that Leila has been 
surgically altered to look like his fiance so that an alien race can lure Buck into a 
trap. A Season Two teleplay, “The Guardians,” would further actualize Buck’s 
desire to go home by having a mysterious, glowing jade box of alien artifact grant 
the bearer a vision of one’s past or future. Fulton and Betancourt are not surprised 
that Buck wants to return in time to the day right before the launch of his Ranger 
III probe to have lunch with Mother Rogers (Rosemary DeCamp) on her front 
porch (98). Buck picks this image because he longs for the warmth and contact of
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a parental figure that is missing in his present surroundings. Moreover, he secretly 
wants this parentless future to be nothing more than a nightmarish fantasy instead 
of a tangible reality—a message clearly vocalized in the Buck Rogers' opening 
theme: “Far beyond this world of mine, far beyond my time. What kind of world 
am 1 going to find? Will it be real or just all in my mind?” Unfortunately, Buck 
awakens and finds himself back in the twenty-fifth century with his only memory 
of the affair being one of his mother’s flowers from her dream garden that he 
clasps anxiously in his hands.

Farscape's John Crichton wants to maintain a similar connection with 
his past life. A continuing sequence throughout the series deals with John keeping 
audio records of his adventures so that he can hopefully share them someday with 
another parent, only this time it is his dad instead of his mom who is the significant 
lifeline. He does this for the same reason that fictional characters keep running 
diaries of their travels in distant lands (e.g., Jonathan Harker at Castle Dracula in 
Transylvania): namely, to hold the recipient of the communications close to the 
heart and never let him/her go from memory. The Sci-Fi Channel’s Farscape Web 
Page (www.scifi.com/farscape) has a number of sites, in particular the Journey 
Logs and Crichton’s Notes, that transcribe John’s cassette tapes to highly detailed 
reports for a much larger audience than the astronaut originally intended. Interest 
ingly, these versions read very much like Harker’s journals in the classic Dracula 
novel.

Two Farscape teleplays from Seasons One and Two, respectively en 
titled “A Human Reaction” and “Won’t Get Fooled Again,” take their cue from the 
earlier Buck Rogers episode, “The Guardians.” In both stories, aliens pluck im 
ages of the Earth from John Crichton’s mind and create a frightening return jour 
ney for our Hero. “Human Reaction” has John discovering another wormhole that 
transports him back to Earth, but the greeting he receives is hardly a cordial one. 
His former associates Wilson and Cobb imprison him and fellow aliens Aeryn, 
D’Argo, and Rygel. The pair is even responsible for the execution and subsequent 
dissection of Rygel. John has no choice but to become a fugitive from the organi 
zation that has betrayed him; with Aeryn as his only companion, they race into the 
night hunted by his very own people. Then his “father,” retired pilot Jack Crichton 
(Kent McCord), reveals exactly what has been transpiring: this has all been an 
alien fabrication to determine what type of reception the extraterrestrials would 
receive if they came to Earth. Now that they have obtained the human response 
from John, the creatures continue to search the galaxy for a planet in which to 
replenish their hive without interference from the residents. John’s closing remark 
effectively sums up this first mental voyage, “I’m looking for a home too” (para 
phrased from the Farscape CD-ROM Episode Guide).

The second journey, “Won’t Get Fooled Again,” is an even more mind 

http://www.scifi.com/farscape
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bending misadventure for John Crichton. Apparently, the Farscape One launch 
misfired in this alternate reality. When John recovers, he finds that all his friends 
(and enemies) have new Terran identities. Aeryn is medical doctor Bettina Fairchild 
who is supervising his recovery; Zhann is his personal psychiatrist; D’Argo is a 
daredevil astronaut; Rygel is a cigar-chewing CEO; Crais is an overzealous police 
officer; and Scorpius (a new villain introduced at the end of Season One and played 
by Wayne Pygram) has his own rock band, the Scorpytones. While John’s encoun 
ters with these new personas are comedic and quite entertaining, his visions of his 
deceased mother requesting him by her side in her final moments is especially 
troubling for our spaceman, who has to relive this trauma all over again. By the 
end of the episode, John uncovers the real perpetrator, a vicious Scarran that is 
trying to break down his mental defenses to learn the secrets of wormhole travel. 
Naturally, the Scarran is defeated, and John is returned to his normal state of con 
sciousness. Based on these two aborted returns to home, Yakir arrives at the fol 
lowing conclusion as illustrated in his essay that this astronaut “realizes he has 
nowhere else to go, so he must learn to cope, deal with, and love the world he’s in” 
(75). By embracing the new universes (which both John and Buck do by the end of 
their first seasons), the transplanted Heroes begin to treat them as their permanent 
places of residence. Buck Rogers in the 25th Century and Farscape are series that 
have rewritten an old cinematic adage into a more useful message for contempo 
rary society, “There’s no place like home, wherever that might be.”

What makes the displacement more bearable for Buck Rogers and John 
Crichton is having a fellow female companion by their side. Neo-Jungian Carol 
Pearson relates that the Heroes’ lonely and isolated wanderings end when they 
discover that human connection will make their lives meaningful. Thus, Heroes 
“become capable of experiencing intimacy at a new level because they have devel 
oped a strong enough sense of self that they are not afraid of being swallowed up 
in the other. To their surprise, they find . . . that people exist that love them for 
exactly who they are” (92). Buck and John learn to reach out to Colonels Wilma 
Deering and Aeryn Sun, and over time both establish a level of intimacy with these 
women that they could not have achieved in their former existence. As Season One 
unfolds on both shows, the Heroes’ relationships become more intense, and con 
versely, their ties with the past start to break apart.

The Buck Rogers teleplay, “Space Vampire,” uses a techno-Gothic tale to 
bring to the forefront the Buck-Wilma bond (which has been slowly developing in 
the previous ten episodes). The title creature, a blood-sucking Vorvon (Nicholas 
Hormann), targets Wilma as his next victim. While most of the story line is a direct 
take-off from Bram Stoker’s Dracula, what is interesting is how Wilma interacts 
with Buck after being fed upon by the Vorvon. She slinks into his quarters in a very 
provocative outfit and, with sultry voice, wants him to be her consort of the night.
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The sexual tension manifested between the two characters is fascinating to watch, 
even if it is only for a few minutes’ duration. Buck eventually rescues Wilma from 
the nasty vampire and sends the alien’s shuttle directly into the heart of a star. 
When Wilma returns to her normal mindset, all she can say is that she “feels so 
ashamed” for expressing herself in a less than “prim and proper” fashion. It is 
Wilma’s admission of her latent feelings for Buck, however, that keeps the con 
nection going between the Hero and Heroine for the rest of the season. By Year 
One’s final two-parter, “Flight of the War Witch,” Buck has succeeded in estab 
lishing the community he always thought would be in the past, but instead has 
been right under his very nose in the twentieth century timeline. When he says 
goodbye to Wilma before venturing out to explore new worlds in the hyper-uni- 
verse, she admits just how much she loves and needs him to make her life com 
plete. Samuel Maronie’s and Karen Willson’s interviews with the stars and direc 
tors on the set suggest that Buck’s farewell was the favorite scene of the entire 
series, chiefly because it showed that Wilma treated him as a valued colleague that 
she would miss sorely if anything tragic would ever remove him from her sphere 
of contact (37, 54).

John Crichton and Aeryn Sun share a related, evolving friendship on 
Farscape. A techno-Gothic tale adapted from the Mary Shelley Frankenstein text, 
entitled “DNA Mad Scientist,” has Aeryn undergoing a series of ghastly experi 
ments in which her entire body is transformed into a new life form by the evil 
geneticist Namtar (Julian Garner). Like Buck Rogers in “Space Vampire,” John 
has to place his life on the line to free Aeryn from Namtar (which he does by the 
episode’s conclusion). The lingering attraction between the two reaches a new 
stage in “The Flax.” As John and Aeryn are experiencing the final throes of oxy 
gen deprivation in their shuttle, they literally leap on each other similar to a pair of 
sexually-charged adolescents. Krafchin remarks that the scene was originally written 
as nothing more than “a coy embrace,” but it was altered because the writers wanted 
Aeryn to open up in a rare moment on the show (38). Another of these rare mo 
ments can be found in “A Human Reaction.” When it looks like his world is falling 
apart, the despondent John actually initiates the long-awaited kiss with a some 
what willing Aeryn. There is some question as to whether the two then sleep to 
gether as the scene shifts to morning and no mention is made by either party of the 
previous night’s incident. Even in the absence of sexual intercourse, the important 
point is that John has strong feelings for Aeryn that cannot be denied him. The 
involvements of both Buck Rogers and John Crichton with these space women 
serve two functions: to release their ever-growing sexual frustration and to help 
them adjust to any trauma they experience (which is almost on a day-to-day basis).

It should come as no surprise that each series has an obligatory villain 
who pursues the displaced Hero with an almost fanatical frenzy. For Buck Rogers,
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it is the Draconian Princess Ardala (Hensley) who wants to mate with him so that 
she can bear freethinking, independent progeny that will lead her Empire on a new 
and more powerful path. John Crichton has a same-sex foe, Peacekeeper Captain 
Crais (Tupu), who blames him for the accidental death of his brother when John’s 
craft abruptly emerged from the wormhole and collided with the blood kin’s prowler. 
Although occupying minor screen time, both Ardala and Crais make their pres 
ence known when they do appear; their goal is to reshape the astronauts’ identities 
so as to conform to their version of reality. Pearson refers to these archetypal fig 
ures as Captors who impose their own imprisoning lifestyle on the Hero (67-74). 
In his latest text, James Iaccino uses the label Shadow Pursuer to characterize 
these “bigger than life” antagonists (165-167). Specifically, Crais and Ardala are 
so obsessed with tracking down their quarry (and killing it or, alternately, marry 
ing it) that they begin to destroy themselves in the process of giving in too freely to 
their primitive, animalistic urges. What audiences find appealing about such high- 
ranking officials is that they are nothing more than flawed and imperfect versions 
of the Everyman (and Everywoman) who wish to ennoble themselves via the irra 
tional quest they are undertaking.

The Buck Rogers and Farscape pilots introduce us to these Pursuers and 
the inevitable threat they pose to the Heroes crossing their path. In at least two more 
instances beyond the premiere, Princess Ardala tried to trick Buck into considering 
the bonds of holy matrimony. “Escape from Wedded Bliss” has the Draconian Prin 
cess threatening New Chicago with destruction via her new pyramid weapon un 
less the man from Earth’s past ties the knot with her. Naturally, Buck extricates 
himself from this sticky situation and blows up the energy device before it can do 
irreparable damage to the Earth. This does not prevent the villainess from snaring 
him again in the teleplay “Ardala Returns.” Realizing Buck will not come to her 
willingly, she clones him in triplicate so that the three versions will be able to sati 
ate all her sexual cravings. But Ardala soon discovers that each clone has its own 
inherent defects: one is too self-absorbed and neurotic; another too self-assured and 
cocky; and the third too robotic in its expression of feelings for her. So each outing 
ends with the Princess becoming quite annoyed and frustrated by the turn of events, 
yet hoping that one day the “most genetically perfect male in the galaxy” will have 
a change of heart and do what is best for her and the Draconian Empire.

As the Farscape version of Ardala, Bialar Crais shares a similar, emo 
tionally charged relationship with John Crichton. From the opening episode, Crais 
makes his intentions clear to the befuddled astronaut. In no uncertain terms he 
relates that he “will personally enjoy pulling John apart” with his bare hands. A 
follow-up teleplay, “That Old Black Magic,” showed the Peacekeeper Captain 
more obsessed than ever in his quest to kill his brother’s murderer. When both 
John and Crais are transported inside an incorporeal realm by the malevolent en 
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tity, Maldis (Chris Haywood), and are forced to fight each other, the Pursuer voices 
aloud in the heat of combat that John is nothing more than a “weak, pathetic, 
inferior being” who needs to be sacrificed so that his brother’s honor is restored. 
By the time “The Hidden Memory” unfolds, Crais displays his growing hatred 
towards a tortured John as he repeatedly slaps him in the face and throttles him 
close to the point of death. Clearly, the Farscape villain is a fascinating figure to 
watch throughout these stories, especially when he gives in to the “Ahab-like” 
fever as described by Iaccino in his work on this topic (166).

Despite their limitations, Princess Ardala and Captain Crais are not be 
yond salvation. An awakening of the Hero state occurs in both characters in the 
closing teleplay of each series’ first season, chiefly due to the insertion of an even 
more powerful villain/villainess into their rapidly shrinking sphere of influence. In 
Buck Rogers, the formidable adversary is Queen Zarina (Julie Newmar) who treats 
Ardala as nothing more than a spoiled child in charge of an insignificant empire. 
Willson notes that the aggressive tension is so great between the two women that 
eventually one of them breaks, in this case Princess Ardala (54). When Buck sees 
her, she is a nervous wreck and melts in his arms; she then decides to ally herself 
with Buck against this new threat to her weakened self-image. Farscape proceeds 
in a like manner: Crais consorts with the enemy (i.e., John Crichton and crew) to 
depose the new Commander of his Peacekeeper regime, the Sebacean-hybrid Scor- 
pius (Wayne Pygram). He experiences this conversion only after enduring hours 
of painful torture and humiliation in Scorpius’Aurora Chair. What is interesting is 
the exchange that transpires between John and Crais after the latter’s defection. 
The Captain reveals that he now understands the death of his brother was nothing 
more than an accident and his own priorities obstructed him from seeing the actual 
occurrence of events. John’s reply is a poignant one: “Do you have any idea what 
you put me through, all of us through?” Whether Ardala and Crais are siding with 
their foes simply to eliminate the new power base so that they can resume com 
mand or truly believe they can reach a higher level of insight into their own flawed 
natures, the fact remains that the battles with the Heroes are temporarily put on 
hold. And one cannot deny that both Pursuers are cast in a more sympathetic and 
vulnerable light by their peace-promoting actions.

Unlike Farscape, Buck Rogers in the 25th Century would not have the 
advantage of enduring another few seasons after the initial one. It would be can 
celled halfway through its second year due to a new direction imposed by the NBC 
television network. Gunsmoke producer John Mantley was brought in to make the 
show more of a Western in outer space in which the intergalactic ship, Searcher, 
was on a quest seeking out the lost tribes of Earth. Gone would be the budding 
romance between Buck and Wilma, the friendship Buck established with Dr. Elias 
Huer (in fact, the doctor would be eliminated entirely from Year Two), and even
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Buck’s own search for his place in the greater scheme of things. Like so many 
other television reviewers, Mark Phillips and Frank Garcia point out that the show 
“lost its humor, especially the uncomfortableness Buck had being out of his own 
time.. .It became a much more serious, 'We gotta get the bad guys!’ Ultimately, the 
writing bordered on the pedantic” (60). Given all these changes, Buck Rogers would 
exit the sci-fi television world with more of a whimper than a bang. And our like 
able astronaut would forever remain in a state of identity crisis chiefly due to the 
core group of fans forsaking the completely revised format.

Rockne O ’Bannon would not abandon his Farscape child throughout its 
shaky first year and, together with executive producer David Kemper, would ex 
pand on the vision of the space castaway in the second season. Defying conven 
tion, the O’Bannon-Kemper team would bring the John Crichton-Aeryn Sun rela 
tionship to an eye-opening level of intimacy. In the three-episode arc, “Look at the 
Princess,” John actually weds the Sebacean Princess Katralla (Felicity Price) and 
fathers a child, much to Aeryn’s dismay. By the end of this fast-paced story line, 
Tyno (Matt Day) takes John’s place as the princess’s husband, and more impor 
tantly, we learn that John and Aeryn are indeed compatible mates. Both experience 
the same sweet taste when a DNA-sensing chemical is placed upon their tongues, 
signifying that they can produce many healthy offspring. A later teleplay, “The 
Locket,” is considered by many Farscape aficionados to be one of the best in the 
series as it shows what Aeryn’s life would have been like if she was separated from 
the group and living for 165 cycles on some distant planet. Though she marries, 
has children and grandchildren, and becomes widowed, John finds out that Aeryn 
carries a picture of her one true love in a locket. The image, of course, is his, but all 
memories are wiped out when the pair reenter a stellar mist that was originally 
responsible for the advanced timeline. Starlog writer Joe Nazzaro suggests epi 
sodes like these would surprise the audience by intensifying the John-Aeryn inter 
action to the point where the two might be seen as taking the marriage vow some 
day (Farscape 40). So while Buck Rogers laid the groundwork for the astronaut 
finding a home in the new universe, Farscape would successfully build upon that 
premise in future seasons.

One cannot deny that Buck Rogers in the 25th Century played a pivotal 
role in shaping Farscape and other contemporary sci-fi series like it. Take for 
instance Gene Roddenberrys Andromeda, which just recently premiered this Oc 
tober o f2000 in syndicated television markets. Here we have another out-of-place 
Hero, Captain Dylan Hunt (Hercules’ Kevin Sorbo), who becomes trapped with 
his ship the Andromeda Ascendant in a black hole for nearly 300 years. When 
Hunt emerges from his Rogerian-like stasis, he enlists the services of Deering- 
clone Beka Valentine (Lisa Ryder), and her crew to restore the former Common 
wealth he served to its former glory. And while the Dylan-Beka relationship has
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not materialized yet, Nazzaro reveals that it is only a matter of time before the 
chemistry between the two takes off as it did with Buck and Wilma (Valentines 
55). Perhaps the theme of a Hero moving from a past dimension to a future plane 
of existence is as old as time itself. If that is the case, the viewer should be pre 
pared for more figures like Buck to populate the television screen in the decades 
ahead. So fasten your seat belts and enjoy the many rides to come, courtesy of 
Buck Rogers in the 25th Century

Benedictine University James Iaccino
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Indiana Jones and the Museums of 
Imperialism

The entertainment quality in the three Indiana Jones films is unsurpassed 
in originality, pace and imitators. The three action-adventure films that make up 
the Indiana Jones trilogy are among the most popular and profitable films ever 
made. On one level, they can be admired as 1980s Hollywood studio filmmaking 
at its peak. Whether technically defined or artistically imagined, they demonstrate 
that despite much mediocrity, Hollywood can still produce outstanding 
entertainment. The talents of the director, Steven Speilberg, and the producer, George 
Lucas, obviously contribute to this success.

Yet once one moves away from the action and pace, the appeal factor of 
these three films gets blurred as a consequence of some rather disturbing elements. 
Critically speaking, the films mediate versions of reality that are not just politically 
incorrect, but rather alarmingly, may be interpreted as racist. These include the 
perpetuation of negative attributes about ethnicity, and an indulgement in 
stereotypical caricatures. As well, the Indiana Jones trilogy suggests values and 
belief systems which glorify a dated version of conquest.

Movies influence perceptions, attitudes and ways of thinking about others. 
According to Peter Biskind:

Movies are peculiarly well suited to translate social values into 
felt needs that seem as authentic as the memories of childhood.
Although we may not always agree with them, or even recognize 
that they are courting our consent, we tend to accept the frames 
of references that they supply. They speak our language, and 
we tend to learn to speak theirs. (Biskind 2)

Biskind extends this idea further by commenting on a sentiment about the mass 
media in general, one that has been echoed by others. He suggests that, “if we add 
up all that movies say or show,” what results is a totalizing “world-view” or 
“ideology” that is explicit in a non-obvious way (Biskind 2). So in addition to the 
excitement generated by the Indiana Jones films, these adventure fantasies possess 
a complex structure that reveals numerous messages. The thrilling nature of the 
films usually masks complexities and problems beneath the surface. Three 
interrelated themes are discussed in this essay with regard to the Indiana Jones 
films. First, there is the portrayal of “native cultures”; second, there is the position 
of the hero as archaeologist/adventurer; and, related to these, is the idea of this
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adventurer as a pirate for museums. In essence, the quest for valuable objects 
required to fill a museum may serve as a metaphor for imperial exploits. The position 
of the museum in all three films is relegated to minor, background status in the 
text, yet it is the museum’s acquisitions’ policy that motivates most of the action.

The creation of the character Indiana Jones, was derived from producer 
George Lucas’s interest in and fascination with the cliff-hanger movie serials of 
the 1930s and ‘40s, which he watched on television in the ‘50s. (Kael 132) Before 
these jungle adventures became Saturday afternoon serials, they were preceded by 
travel exploits, white hunter stories and Tarzan novels which were written during 
an era of imperialist expansion and often from a racist point of view.

Subsequently, in creating a modem version, Lucas resuscitated a known 
adventure tradition, complete with the same motifs and stereotypes. From the jungles 
of South America, to the deserts of the Middle East, to the mountains of India, to 
exotic temples, the Anglo-American maverick roams, fights and pillages. Regardless 
if he is portrayed as saviour or hero, especially to child-like, sycophantic natives, 
only Indiana dares to do what they are afraid to attempt. Indiana has no fear of 
their religions, myths and taboos. He shrugs off superstitions, and has no fears 
whatsoever, except from nature's offerings.

The “Other” inevitably falls into a familiar role: either a trustworthy 
innocent willing to help whatever the cost, or a truly evil creation, preying off age- 
old superstitions. Like Tarzan, Indiana Jones masters the “savage environment”, is 
deified, and comes to stand as a symbol for white supremacy and benevolence 
(Newsinger 60-62). The cultures he invades are represented, objectified, by people 
who are little more than entertaining or exotic scenery, usually expanded versions 
of stock figures of ages gone by. There is the “howling savage”, the faithful servant, 
the sinister woman, the superstitious aide, the duplicitous former comrade and of 
course, the ever-present porters, lugging the trappings of Western civilization into 
the most inaccessible geography imaginable. The villagers of The Temple o f Doom; 
Sallah, the Egyptian front-man in Raiders; and the porters and soldiers in The Last 
Crusade are all examples of the richness of the cinematic stereotype.

The negative portrait of “natives” is usually illustrative of the fact that 
they need the white man’s help. Western know-how and expertise are the keys to 
modernization and tools to help them accomplish their goals. Historian Michael 
Adas has written that “as evidence of their material achievement multiplied and 
pervaded throughout all aspects of life in industrializing societies, Europeans, and 
(increasingly) Americans grew more conscious of the uniqueness, and they believed, 
the superiority of Western civilization”. The “key attributes” that set Europe and 
America apart were science, technology and industry. As a barometer, innovations 
became yardsticks with which to measure, classify and rate superiority. Adas 
contends that this system of judgement became the fundamental dichotomy between
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industrial and preindustrial societies and also served as tools of exploitation which 
included the sending in of troops faster by trains, intensive mining and its subsequent 
dislocation factor, both of which hastened the oppression (and enslavement) of the 
native population (Adas 143-144).

The portrayal of native peoples as bumblers, or incompetents, makes it 
easier for the audience to believe that a “white knight”, an heroic westerner, is 
viable as a saviour even in the most outlandish circumstance. Whether it is Yankee 
ingenuity or Saxon pride, the North American audience knows that Indy will make 
it through the tortuous course of obstacles where so many natives lay strewn about. 
Only indy can bring back the holy stones to the village, thus securing the children’s 
freedom. In The Last Crusade, it is Anglo-Americana that is teamed together to 
find the Holy Grail, in a show of British grit and American manliness.

Combined with a potent narrative, the technology of cinema and television 
aids in forming our perception of the “Other” in the Indiana Jones trilogy. As 
western viewers, the audience is viewing the situation presented from a position of 
distance and privilege. This perspectives affects one’s sense of history. According 
to Robert Stem and Louise Spence, “The magic carpet provided by these apparatuses 
[TV, film] flies us around the globe and makes us, by virtue of our strategic position, 
its audio-visual masters. It produces us as subjects, transforming us into armchair 
conquistadors, affirming our sense of power while making the inhabitants of the 
third world objects of spectacle for the first world’s voyeuristic gaze” (Stem and 
Spence 4). Since the inception of movies, the third world, minorities and native 
cultures have often been portrayed in a negative fashion. As a consequence, the 
perception of the spectator is particularly affected. From his or her unique vantage 
point, a particular mediated version of history is formed. Tom Englehardt’s approach 
to this concept has recognized both the intent of the message and the result. He 
writes that the viewer “is forced behind the barrel of a repeating rifle and it is from 
that position, through its gun sights, that he receives a picture history of Western 
colonialism and imperialism.” In this “cinematic structure”, the opportunity for 
“sympathy ceases to exist” (Englehardt 481).

The potency of this accumulated perspective affects not only viewers but 
also producers. For even when a positive portrait of a citizen from the third world 
is attempted in mainstream film, this individual in framed in a loosely veiled 
stereotype. More often than not, he or she is likely to be a “devoted subordinate” 
who “finds fulfilment in selfless service to, or loving association with, a white 
superior” (Parenti 17).

Since the origin of European/Westem exploration of Africa, South America 
and even North America, writers have written about the countries -  their 
geographies, minerals, resources and even their animals, far more than their 
indigenous peoples (Pratt 52-61). This theme has been carried forth into film and
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TV. After the fascination with the glorious view, the richness of the gold mine, or 
the beauty of the mountains, audiences have been conditioned to expect a quest for 
something. This quest, a staple of adventure formats, supersedes the importance of 
the people. The viewer is presented with some images of the inhabitants, but often 
this is peripheral to the action. Whether it is First Nations on the plains of North 
America, or Zulus in the south of Africa, if they are not shown attacking, they are 
shown as additional scenery, employed in a way to help—to serve — the white 
visitors. Indiana Jones always has a train of them nearby, many of whom are depicted 
as willing to die for the causes of the adventurer. Campbell and Pratt have discussed 
this concept in travel writing, and Robert Hart gives the film version:

The indigenous population served as nameless bearers to lug 
the imported paraphernalia of civilization along jungle trails...
When the story needed to be invigorated by vignettes of 
incidental action, one or another of the expendable porters would 
topple off a cliff or be eaten by crocodiles. (Hart, in Parenti 19)

Just think back and try to recall how many movies have employed this scenario. 
The Temple o f Doom duplicates it exactly -  in one escape scene, hundreds of natves 
fall off of the bridge into the mouths of crocodiles.

It is only the intrepid archaeologist who makes it through. He uses the 
valuable item to buy time. In The Temple o f Doom, he does return the holy stones, 
in Raiders, the Ark gets processed by the government, and in The Last Crusade, 
the chalice is left “where it belongs”. But what about all the secondary objects that 
provide the impetus for the chases and thrills? Using one as an example, according 
to Indy in The Last Crusade, “It belongs in a Museum!” He shouts this at another 
fortune hunter, for the two have been competing for the same relic. Indiana’s actions 
are suggestive of benevolence and legitimacy, while his adversary’s motives are 
downright evil and guided solely by profit.

Among the areas to explore regarding this paradox is the legitimization 
of pillage. It is okay, according to this logic, for some valuable items to be stolen, 
regardless of their meaning, and put into an American or British Museum. Imperial 
representatives, acting as missionaries, soldiers, administrators or explorers, fill 
cases of British, American and Canadian museums with artifacts and objects, large 
and small, acquired during their stays in various countries. Between the second 
half of the nineteenth century and well into the middle of the twentieth century, 
museums were only too glad to receive these objects (Riegal 87-90). The process 
of appropriation was well under way by the 1870s and by the 1930s, when the 
Jones films are set, it reached manic proportions in all arenas of culture. Once 
captured, the object is controlled under the confines of glass, where it can be admired 
by all who come to see (Ames 3-4). Putting the trappings of another culture on
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display leads to a process termed “museumification”, which subjects that culture 
to western control (Ames 23). There is no doubt that nineteenth century and 
twentieth century museums made major contributions to the education of citizens, 
but they also served to reinforce both racism and a hierarchy of social order.

Knowingly or not, the purveyor of these trinkets is the roaming 
archaeologist-as-hero. Often at the forefront of Western expansion, the archaeologist 
(or anthropologist) is an adventurer in the “classic” sense. He or she sees what we 
do not and writes about it is a way that makes it seem exotic (Fjellman 405). 
Today, after independence, many formerly enslaved or colonized peoples have 
challenged the assumptions and findings of archaeologists digging in their ancestral 
lands. The interpretation and publicizing of new histories, often contradictory, are 
attempts to redress centuries of wrong. Yet the archaeologist-as-hero remains an 
impressive figure, especially as brought to life by Harrison Ford. Dashing, 
intelligent, and noble, it is hard to imagine him as other than than a brave, 
enthusiastic mischief maker.

Edward Said’s concept of Orientalism is applicable here. In defining 
Orientalism as a “western style for dominating, restructuring and having authority 
over the Orient”, this allows the West to “manage and produce the Orient politically, 
sociologically, militarily, ideologically, scientifically, and imaginatively” (Said 3). 
The archaeologist or anthropologist “comes up against the Orient as a European or 
an American first, and an individual second” (Said 11). As such, there is a history 
of cultural hegemony in place aided and institutionalized since ancient times. This 
historical and cultural “baggage”, a product that gives rise to assumptions of 
superiority, is dependent on “Oriental precedent, some previous Knowledge of the 
Orient,” on which the archaeologist or anthropologist relies (Said 20). The power 
that is acquired over time is concomitant with the rendering of the distant into the 
familiar. The threatening “Otherness” becomes a stereotype (Said 21). Said feels 
that the mass media have taken academic, scholarly and literary representations 
and have honed and intensified the standardization. What results — this power — 
is a picture of individuals who are in every way opposite to the “clarity, directness 
and nobility of the Anglo-Saxon Race” (Said 39). This is particularly pronounced 
in The Last Cnisade, by casting Sean Connery in the role of Indiana’s father, and 
playing up the mythological antecedents of the story of the Holy Grail.

The settings of the Indiana Jones films are often places that were former 
colonies, or countries that were once rule by Western powers. The time-frame in 
which the films are set is the 1930s, the days when the final traces of the British 
Empire were flickering and a new power, the United States, was starting to test its 
strength in a forceful manner. To give the films the most authentic flavour, vestiges 
of imperialism and touches of colonialism are sprinkled throughout all three films. 
The hero is given power through his position in the service of the United States.
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The explorer as archaeologist acts as an agent at the behest of an imperial power. 
In Raiders, Indiana, is “recruited by the American Government, circa 1936, to foil, 
singlehanded, a huge German team that is on the brink .of rediscovering the long- 
lost Ark of the Covenant.” (Schickel 64). Everything Indiana the scientist/ 
government representative does is coloured by the political leanings and military 
ideas of his government. At least, the Americans are motivated by a desire for 
world peace. In attempting to stop the Nazis from capturing the terrible power of 
the ark which will make them invincible, their motives are noble. Imperialism 
takes good forms and bad ones. Almost all alone, it is Indiana against the Nazis. In 
the Raiders film, Indiana is pitted against the Frenchman Belloc, his main rival. 
Belloc has at his disposal thousands of Egyptians and Nazi soldiers. So consumed 
with recovering this magical object they spare no expense for its retrieval, regardless 
of the outcome. Whereas Indiana is by himself, Belloc and the Nazis take over, 
interrupt and change. In the film, the massive archaeological undertaking by the 
Nazis in Egypt mirrors Napoleon’s invasion of 1798, which was the “very model 
of a truly scientific appropriation of one culture by another, apparently stronger 
one” (Said 42). One thing that this suggests is that American individualism will no 
doubt triumph over the barbarity of butchers. In essence then, good imperialism 
triumphs as well.

Indiana is heroic, in this sense, because he is searching for an object that 
will give power, but he will not use it for evil. He is motivated by the fear of what 
could happen should it fall into the wrong hands. He is always after objects. 
Specifically, objects that are celebrated in their rightful place within their homeland, 
but will be used for very different purposes in the service of an imperial power. By 
removing these cherished relics from their context of origin, by displacing them 
from their proper surroundings, Indiana Jones desires that they should be placed in 
a museum, where they are neutralized.

Over the course of history, conquering nations have ransacked the houses 
of the vanquished for treasures and the spoils of war. Artifacts were carried back to 
“the homeland” at great effort and cost, to be displayed as the tangible signs of 
power and victory. Eventually, many of these items came to rest in museums, 
national parks, state-houses, public squares, zoos, and other places, as symbols of 
national identity. For the most part, this accumulation process has been an extremely 
violent one. Such violence was sponsored by state or, as in the cases of the Crusades, 
religion — both on behalf of the West. In the Indiana Jones trilogy, these actions - 
the means of obtaining a treasure - are still aided by enormously violent acts, yet 
they are softened by Indiana’s humour and his “noble pursuit”.

Whether it is the Elgin Marbles or the destruction of Benin city, the cost 
of the acquisition in terms of human lives is noticeably absent. When hundreds die 
in the movie version of material conquest, the slaughter is barely noticeable. The
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viewer rarely remembers. All that is important is acquisition, collection, display, 
national prestige and economic value. As Inderpal Grewal has observed, “The 
history of the museum can be seen as the history of colonization” (Grewal 214).

Of central concern here is that these trophies are contested after being 
obtained at the expense of lives and histories and are, in turn, legitimized by a 
Western value system built upon layers of narratives (Barthel 31). Most of the 
major museums in the West reflect a past association, in some form, with imperialism 
and its history of conquest upon non-white peoples. Museums came into being on 
a massive scale at the same time as the expansion of colonies. Donald Home suggests 
that this was due to “a desire” of Europeans and others to order the universe. At the 
same time, museums also served an “unintended function of putting people in 
their place” (Horne 15-16). In an almost chronological set-up, one can tour the 
treasures and trophies of conquest. To further complicate matters, these items are 
displayed with only a brief mention of their (original) symbolic value or religious 
association. The focus is usually on the artistic or craft-oriented aspect, where they 
become quaint objects devoid of their history.

By removing traces of “culture” from these items, it is easier and quicker 
to forget their association with and meaning to people. The past becomes purged 
of all its ugliness, and all the violence associated with obtaining the object is 
effectively omitted. As well, Western meanings and associations become attached 
to the artifact, further blurring its origins. As Grewal writes, “the visitor to the 
museum absorbs alien histories and cultures within the historical context of his 
own history” (Grewal 199). Thus, for example, the British Museum was seen and 
believed to “contain the whole world” but it also came to embody the power of 
Britain as a nation, capable of all that was necessary to collect, create and organize 
the world (Grewal 206).

There is an aura of high art, civilization and status attached to most 
museums, making any association with them prestigious and beyond criticism The 
public assumes, with very little knowledge, that the pieces are there because they 
are there. Regardless of who donated them, there is a patina of civility to the objects 
within a museum.

Indiana Jones is thus free to roam the world and pluck whatever he is told 
to get, whatever he wants, or whatever he is paid to obtain because the object will 
rest within the religious-like (hence beyond question) confines of a museum. One 
is led to believe that once in this “proper place”, the object will attain a status and 
visibility that the non-Western culture could not appreciate. Only in the wealthy 
West can this type of thinking happen. The level of status granted to a museum is 
so high that every major city has to have a museum and usually commissions a 
world famous architect to design it. It then becomes a repository of the past, a large 
treasure chest to display what “we” were capable of taking from others. Often, 
fragments from this past come to symbolize whole cultures.
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As the representative of the prestige and nationalism associated with 
museums, Indiana’s occupation is legitimized in the eyes of the West. He becomes 
part of the process of pillaging for science and art. In another sense, he appropriates, 
selectively, the best of that other culture, all the while being granted the status of a 
classic western hero.

In this role, Indiana Jones leads expeditions to seek out and take the riches 
of other worlds. Fundamental among his journeys through mountains and deserts, 
in and out of decaying temples and exotic cities with curses attributed to other 
cultures and perpetuated by the films, he is on a quest for rights of possession and 
property (Marchetti 188). He is allowed to intervene in the rights of other nations 
(like Captain Kirk and his crew) and their cultural and religious affairs. This is 
done with such brazenness in the films that, to Western eyes, it seems completely 
natural. Killing, maiming and torturing are expected and portrayed, but even these 
play a secondary role to obtaining the object. This is little more than a smokescreen; 
a metaphor for imperial conquest.

The history of film contains many examples of quests for valuable objects 
“hidden away in a third world country” (Marchetti 189). The Indiana Jones trilogy 
is but one of the latest versions of the theme of the adventurer with a plot to capture 
a valuable object. With others, such as The Man Who Would Be King, The Treasure 
o f the Sierra Madre, or Romancing the Stone, according to Gina Marchetti, the 
Indiana Jones movies follow a specific formula centering around the idea that the 
indigenous people do not “understand the value of the objects surrounding them” 
(Marchetti 189). Marchetti suggests this means that the hero is allowed to “step in” 
and, like a multinational corporation, aid the natives in exploiting their riches 
(Marchetti 189).

Western viewers don’t see problems with this approach primarily because 
of the notions of materialism and the commodity system, which are taken for 
granted. As consumers, Westerners buy things in huge quantities. We can relate to 
the riches presented because as armchair or actual tourists we desire (or are taught 
to desire) material possessions. The movies appeal to the prospect of tangibility in 
acquiring a souvenir. Like tourists, when we watch films like the Indiana Jones 
trilogy, we are concerned with the pursuit of experience that is distinct from our 
ordinary life. To a point, we suspend belief and accept things incongruent from our 
ordinary life (Cohen). This journey, which is played out symbolically via film, 
allows us to be receptive to the accumulation of possessions and valuable objects.

The slickness with which all three Indiana Jones films have been produced, 
directed and marketed take the viewer on a non-stop ride of thrills and adventure. 
We are conditioned to expect a specific kind of experience. The viewer rarely 
looks beyond what is there, for if one does, then one might miss the next great 
scene and the next thrill. In our desire for excitement and fantasy we are spared the
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sad and violent complexities of history. We do not need to be reminded of the
horror and the shame of the past when we watch an adventure film. But just the
same, they are present.

Seneca College Mark Moss
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Las Vegas, Las Vegas

Never split fours. Everybody knows this. You don’t have to have memorized one 
of those basic strategy tables — the kind they print up as laminated charts to fit 
neatly in your wallet like credit cards holding the promise of real credit, real free 
money, because now you possess knowledge. It’s just common sense. A deck of 
cards has more tens than anything else — so hit and hope for an eighteen; split and 
probably get two lousy fourteens. The only exception, I think, is if the dealer is 
showing a five and you are keeping a count — a hard thing to do in these six deck 
shoe days. Regardless, it would certainly be rare, and unwise, against a dealer 
showing six with a probable sixteen total, meaning she will have to hit and hope 
fully bust.

But he wasn’t counting. He could barely add up the total of the cards he 
was dealt each hand, distracted as he was by the thonged-behinds of the Rio cock 
tail waitresses and the last few drops of the fourth Manhattan that hour which he 
insisted on licking from the glass tilted upside-down, resting on the bridge of his 
tulip-bulb nose and his thick lower lip. I wouldn’t have cared — let him pay the 
dealer’s salary, let him buy new g-strings and other bits of happily outed-under- 
wear for the waitstaff but he was sitting at third base, the last player position at the 
table, and he was once again taking cards meant for the dealer. She dealt out a 
queen and a jack. The queen should have been Manhattan’s — his only card — a 
winning eighteen. The jack would have been the dealer’s; it would have busted her 
(of course her hole card was a ten). It was supposed to have been her jack. We all 
would have won. And still he sat, not quite straight in his chair, splitting fours, 
destroying the order of the deck, generally unaware that he was misaligning the 
universe. Here we are. Sin City, Neon City, Glitter City, the City of Lost Wages. It 
is, most basically, what Time magazine called it in the early 1990s: “the all-Ameri 
can city” — which is not to say that “all-American” and “sin” are mutually exclu 
sive, only that there is something about this place that is peculiarly American.

On the South Strip the Luxor pyramid is an anchor. Minutes away are the 
Greek columns of Caesars Palace, the canals of the Venetian, the Eiffel Tower of 
the Paris Hilton, the volcano of the Mirage, Lake Como of the Bellagio, and the 
castle that is Excalibur. Apart from the occasional Mississippi riverboat or New 
Orleans-themed facade, New York-New York is the only homage paid to the U.S. 
— its miniature Manhattan skyline acelebration of another city rather than another 
city’s landmark, an important difference. New York-New York is a collection of 
skyscrapers that represent growth due to immigration and urbanization. It is a 
monument to business: a corporation’s recreation of buildings owned by other 
corporations.
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But why, then, is a space filled with volcanoes, castles, pyramids and 
canals American? It is not essentially that these sites and monuments are re-cre 
ations and thus not of their original homes. There is less difference between the 
Vegas Eiffel Tower and the Parisian Eiffel Tower than one might expect. The North 
American version is smaller, yet to scale, it is true —but so what? This is the age of 
the postmodern simulacra, the era of lost innocence! Both Eiffel Towers are con 
structs, man-made, of steel; both are tourist attractions; both draw people to a 
space to generate profit; both are functionless in the sense that their reason for 
existing is to be visited (or better yet, our reason for visiting them is because they 
exist to be visited). We will not be duped by any fancy metaphysics that appeals to 
“originality” or “history,” or to stable identity and meaning across time. Las Ve 
gas’ Eiffel Tower is not even really American because it is in Nevada. It is Ameri 
can because one can capture it in a look along with a pyramid and a medieval 
Castle. Thus is its mode of presentation changed. It is categorical experience — in 
the same way we experience the being-together of bread and butter as more than 
bread+butter, the Eiffel Tower and a pyramid are more than their conjunction. To 
say that I experience buttered bread is not to posit a new ontological object; it is to 
note that the objects of consciousness are presented categorically as being together. 
The being-together of Paris and Egypt and Venice and England — this is Las 
Vegas. And to think that this is not so — to think that the Eiffel Tower can still be 
the Eiffel Tower alongside a pyramid, that mere conjunction exists, and that such 
conjunction does not alter the conjoined — this is American.1 It is the modem 
melting pot mentality, a misguided cosmopolitanism that posits identity as a simple 
matter o f choice, ignoring — inevitably — context, community, and the 
intersubjective nature of the world we share.

But this is the easy answer. Everyone in Vegas wants easy answers from 
the destitute addict who knows the next Keno game will be the one, to the desper 
ate academic who comes to town, pen in hand, to bury Caesars’ Palace, not praise 
it. How easy it is to dismiss this place when seen from atop the ivory tower: Las 
Vegas is a celebration of greed, of excess. The odds are stacked against you, the 
mob bodies are stacked a meter deep in the sand, and the showgirls aren’t really 
stacked at all (“that’s silicone,” whispers the professor). It’s all true; but it’s all too 
easy. There is something special about Las Vegas — something that makes it espe 
cially wonderful and especially horrible at the same time. And this dual yet simul 
taneous presentation is at the heart of the way the city is experienced. In a certain 
sense all tourist cities suffer from some degree of split personality. The more de 
voted they are to tourism, the more they lose their original identity which (in theory) 
was the reason for tourist interest in the first place. Briavel Holcomb has pointed 
out that tourist consumption is unique in that it is the consumer, not the product, 
that moves.2 But cities do move in the sense that they are dynamic and malleable;
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they change for their public. Vegas is, perhaps, the extreme case. It is a city where 
the skyline mutates every year, where renovations begin on major hotels before 
they’are two years old, where an historic property indicates anything from theb 
previous decade. And Vegas moves in violent ways, too. Never content simply to 
add, the city delights in blowing up the past — literally exploding whatever wasn’t 
working, erasing it and beginning again. Andres Martinez argues that it is Las 
Vegas’ penchant for blowing up buildings that makes it the quintessential Ameri 
can city. This is American, I take it, because it is less than subtle, less than nu- 
anced. It offers no pretense of caring about history (how can a nation with so little 
history of its own care about history in general?). It is violent and decisive. It 
springs from a culture of waste (if it breaks — or goes out of style — don’t fix it; 
throw it away and buy another one). And it appeals to a culture spoiled enough 
to remain childlike: this, in the end, is why we like watching the Dunes imploded 
or David Lettennan dropping melons off the roof of his building — it’s cool when 
stuff ‘splodes. Add to this the perverse pleasure we take in destroying the very 
goods and way of life that we worship, and you have the struggle in the American 
heart. Letterman’s flaunting of excess (e.g., his obsessive tendency to destroy food) 
and smashing of perfectly good consumer goods (televisions and other electronics 
being his favorites) is as much (and at once) a celebration of these items as it is 
a cathartic enactment of our shared dirty secret: we are unfulfilled with this life. 
Imploding the Dunes and blowing up the Sands say the same thing on a larger 
scale. There is a moment of release and possibility when parts of Vegas explode — 
as if the revolution might be starting, as if the proletariat is finally rising up, even 
when we know that the event is itself a packaged product and we can’t wait to 
book a room in the new Phoenix hotel soon to rise from the ashes.

In the early 1980s — aeons ago in Vegas-years — President Reagan 
suggested that increased tourism could solve every American city’s problems. 
Of course not every city had a positive, marketable identity; but in a nice postmodern 
twist, such a fact has become the very selling point for some (Flint, Michigan, for 
example, turned its depressingly bad image, made nationally well-known after 
Michael Moore’s “Roger & Me,” into the basis of its self-promotion in the tourist 
trade). As a result, “minor” cities began promoting tourism and dedicating larger 
sections of their budget for tourist sites and advertising; and larger cities increased 
their spending by millions. In 1990-91 Atlanta spent $8 million and San Francisco 
spent $9 million on attracting tourist. But such figures didn’t approach the Las Vegas 
budget of $81 million — an amount that has grown every year hence. The budget 
is high due in part to the gambling revenue tourists bring, but it is also high due to 
Las Vegas’ tendencies to blow things up. When Vegas shifts its identity it does so 
in an explosive way, moving from a mobsters’ paradise to an adult Disneyland to a 
family vacation spot and, most recently, back to an adult playground. The move
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from attracting families to attracting adults again was itself partially due to profits. 
Visitors with children allocate an average of $296 to gamble while in town; visi 
tors without children bring $504. And the “family friendly” ad campaign failed to 
entice enough families to offset the losses.3

The advertising money works. More people visit Las Vegas than 
visit Hawaii. More people visit Las Vegas than visit all of the major Florida-based 
theme parks combined. Such massive levels of tourism are typically damaging to 
an American city. Local infrastructure suffers so that funds can be diverted to make 
the tourist sites better; “real” citizens move out, abandoning the city to the tourist; 
and those that are left have their existence put on display for the amusement of 
the guests — the tourist’s gaze places the native in a perpetual panopticon4 (indeed, 
I recall that on my first trip to New York City I didn’t see any people at all, only 
“New Yorkers”).

But as always, Vegas is different. Local infrastructure is growing in Las 
Vegas at an ever-increasing rate. Yes, it is the site of the 24 hour drive-thru wed 
ding chapel, but Las Vegas also has more churches — normal, everyday churches 
not run by Elvis impersonators — per capita than any other city.5 Yes, it is the town 
where, as Frommer s reminds us, the hotels aren’t near the attractions, they are the 
attractions6, but Vegas is constantly building schools, malls, and houses as well. 
Indeed, this is a tourist city: at the intersection of the Strip (Las Vegas Boulevard) 
and Tropicana Avenue there are more hotel rooms than in the entire city of San 
Francisco. But not everyone is checking in just for a quick stay. In fact, the new 
resident list is growing so fast that the city must publish the phone book twice a 
year just to keep up.

Unsurprisingly, the growth in residents is due in large part to the growth 
in tourism, which is to say gambling. So many casinos with so many gaming tables 
and hotel rooms means a lot of work for “unskilled” labor; and with Las Vegas’ 
union-friendly atmosphere, that labor is typically well compensated. Hal Rothman, 
an historian at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas, suggests, in an often quoted 
passage of his book on the new American West, that this makes Las Vegas 
“America’s last Detroit, the last place in the nation where relatively unskilled work 
ers could find a job — earn a middle-class wage and expect to remain with the 
company for their entire working life.”7 Unfortunately, this also contributes to the 
town’s above average High School dropout rate and the fact that only 38% of 
graduates go on to college.8 It is the lure of well-paying casino jobs that pulls 
teenagers away from school; but while this is a particularly Vegas problem, it is 
the country — the culture — as a whole that is to blame. Increasingly, education in 
the United States is taken to be job-training, vocational preparation and rubber- 
stamping, the minor leagues in which players are groomed for their eventual posi 
tions in corporate America. If every city were to offer the job opportunities offered 
by Las Vegas, our schools would be nearly barren from coast to coast.
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And all of this money is not coming directly from the corporations that 
run the casinos. Vegas is a tip culture. For many workers in the city, their paycheck 
is just a fraction of their income; without tips they’d never survive. The dealers 
and the waitstaff benefit the most (never mind the strippers), but bellhops, house 
keepers, and taxi drivers often feel the effect as well. Though some would say it is 
only a small step from spinning around the brass pole at the Cheetah Lounge, a 
bethonged Rio cocktail waitress can make $100,000 a year. Old-timers, of 
course, have stories to tell about memorable tips they received from the rat-pack 
ers or rat-pack wannabes. And anyone who spends any time at a baccarat table in 
the larger casinos can see a hundred dollar chip left as a tip with some regularity.

In Nevada’s nearly libertarian culture, the taxes are low. This is, after all, 
the center of the vice world. Prostitution is legal in a dozen counties, gambling is 
legal everywhere. And there is no corporate, inheritance, estate, gift, or income 
tax. There is, however, a special federal tax on tips imposed by the IRS, whose 
agents visit every casino individually in order to establish a figure for the average 
amount of tips earned per shift. In a questionably egalitarian move, the IRS then 
taxes the worker based on the assumption that he or she has earned that amount 
o f tips regularly throughout the year. And just to keep things honest, 
Nevada residents are audited at a rate 2.5 times that of the national average.9

Some workers, however, claim that they have never received a tip 
and therefore shouldn’t be taxed. “There are no tips in a Vegas casino,” they explain, 
“only tokes.” “Tokes” is an old-time word meant to indicate a gaming chip — or 
token — left as a tip. Through the years, any gratuity has come to be known as a 
toke. It’s part of the hep way one is supposed to speak here: it’s “thanks for the 
toke,” not for the “tip”; “gambling” is more properly called “gaming”; suspected 
cheaters are encouraged to “take their action to another casino”; those in the know 
ask to get “comped” free food, shows, and rooms; big spenders are never “high 
rollers,” they are ’’whales”; lucky low-rollers are said to “win a lumberyard with 
a toothpick”; and every martini is ordered “shaken, not stirred” — or at least this is 
how you feel like ordering them.

Without resorting to a nominalistic metaphysics, we might admit that such 
a way of speaking does create a different reality in Las Vegas. A few years ago this 
is just what casino workers argued to the Feds: tokes really are different from tips. 
The line of reasoning was straightforward: a tip is a bonus one gives for providing 
some special service or treatment over and above what is expected and what is 
already covered in the service provider’s salary. But a dealer cannot offer anyone 
special treatment. This not only goes against casino policy, it is impossible 
(without cheating) in the gaming world: the next card belongs to the next 
player; even if  a dealer wants to be nice, she can’t offer him a better 
card. Consequently, a toke must be a gift, not a supplement to salary offered
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for special treatment. Players offer a toke, typically, only after they win. The 
dealer is not responsible for the win; it’s just that the player is in a happy mood 
after winning — a gift-giving mood. At most, the gift is a “token of appreciation” 
for having dealt an honest game10. Therefore tokes shouldn’t have to be reported as 
taxable income. Strangely enough, the IRS wasn’t convinced.

The toke controversy, though, is just the tip of the iceberg when it comes 
to the way in which Las Vegas both creates and destroys dichotomies. The public/ 
private debate is also being played out and deconstructed on the Strip. The larger 
casinos want themed sidewalks in front of their properties — but that property is 
public property. One solution has been to build private skywalks above the street, 
but the problem of establishing the theme still arises when the walkway connects 
two properties with very different looks. (The Caesars Palace-Bellagio connection 
on the northand south sides of Flamingo Road seems the perfect candidate for a 
time-line walkway, I’ve always thought. Much like the queue in the Las 
Vegas Hilton’s “Star Trek Experience,” the move from ancient Rome to modem 
Italy could be spelled out architecturally and artistically. The east-west connection 
between the Miami-themed Flamingo Hilton and Caesars, though, is more chal 
lenging. Pink flamingos in togas seems so “Vegas-kitsch.”).

One solution, and a politically frightening one, has been to hand over 
public areas to privately held corporations in the name of increased tourism. This 
was what happened when Fremont Street became the “Fremont Street Experi 
ence” with its canopy of millions of animated lights. One might be pleased to see 
an American downtown attempt a renaissance. One might celebrate the banning of 
cars and the welcoming of pedestrians in a major urban area. But the methods and 
the price are what remain troubling. This was not some communitarian, grassroots 
project to reclaim the area; it was a top-down, profit driven decision made by a 
distant corporation in collusion with the city. And now that Fremont is no longer a 
public street — and the public, remember, never had a say in this — all of 
the freedoms that used to be associated with its public space are gone. Recently, 
the ACLU challenged the decision in terms of free speech, and a federal judge 
sided with the city — which is to say the corporation." Thus Fremont Street re 
mains private, a bit of the city is sold off, what was ours becomes theirs, and com 
munity turns elsewhere in its struggle to be realized in the gambling mecca of the 
world.

It’s called the “urinal theory.” When using a public restroom a man 
will typically choose a urinal that is at least one away from any other urinal in use. 
It’s a quirky American thing, perhaps having to do with our Protestant fear of nu 
dity and undoubtedly traceable to some homophobic fear that either someone may 
look or one may find oneself looking. Richard Marino, a manager at the Luxor, 
uses the theory to design the layout of the casino floor. “I like to have two ma-
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chines available for every player,” he remarks, “[because the] same is true about 
slot machines. People don’t like to play next to a stranger, so we give them room. 
There is usually an empty machine next to them.”12 The point seems less about sex 
than it does about personal space, yet one cannot rule out the fear of arm-envy (as 
in the gentle stroke, the sudden jerk of the handle on a one-armed bandit). Perhaps 
urinators and slots players aren’t looking for community. Of all the games on the 
floor, slot machines are the most isolationist. “An interesting thing about old- 
time gambling,” explains Michael Ventura:

is that...you bet alone — but the game itself creates a brief 
community. You play cards with people....As for roulette, there 
are few things more desolate than being the only one at the 
table....Same with craps. And you can have fun, cheer each 
other on, give each other good or bad luck, get jealous, feel 
neglected, feel close. You’ve bet the same number and it wins 
and you’ve both won a hundred bucks and are juiced enough to 
take it for a sign that the wheel approves your love. In short, 
human contact. Real life. Anything can happen. But slots 
and video poker — these are not Anything games....No com 
munity. No contact. Little to cheer about. Nothing to fight 
about....You don’t get excited; you get dazed....The masturba- 
tory slow-motion pulling of the lever lulls you into a timeless 
nether-mood....[W]hy come to Vegas’ for it?...[This is the way 
you] secretly feel inside [your] own home.13

Part of the reason we come to Las Vegas is to leave home — to leave 
our necessary isolation, the imprisonment of a radically Liberal culture that forces 
us into desperate individualism. Ours is a society that destroys community at ev 
ery turn. Our economy and culture are such that we are forced to abandon home, 
family, and friends in the chase for a job on the other side of the continent; we are 
pushed, then, toward a home office where we can do our jobs over the Internet and 
never have to have any real co-workers; and through it all we struggle to maintain 
the presence of the Other, filtered as she is through the gauze of technology: the 
phone, the video screen, the Internet Service Provider. How deeply have we given 
in to the mindset when our collective best hope is the ACLU? Yes, it is one of the 
most important political and legal resources fighting for a sense of justice today; 
but inevitably, the ACLU is part of the system and thus part of the problem. Every 
issue is taken up as an issue affecting individuals and their individual rights. In 
deed, Las Vegas should have been sued for privatizing Fremont Street — we should 
all fear the corporate takeover of our everyday life, we should all fear eventually
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living in “America: The Experience” — but the problem was not essentially that 
some poor individual could no longer walk down the sidewalk and pass out smutty 
flyers promising a male or female (or sometimes something else) escort with a 
beeper who can be in your hotel room fifteen minutes after you make the call. The 
problem was that it was our street. Our rights were violated long before his rights 
were violated. But communities, in the end, have no rights. They are ephemeral 
and metaphysically suspect in this culture; but the truth is that they are more basic 
than you or I. And so we seek them out.

The number one reason people come to Las Vegas and gamble is not 
to win. That comes second. The number one reason is to socialize — “with the dealer 
and the other patrons in the casino,” so says a study commissioned by Harrah’s.14 
Alone, nothing would be possible. We couldn’t gamble or win or lose or socialize 
or even think about such things.

George Herbert Mead realized that mind is not a thing, but “a process 
that arises out of the relationship of man to society....The mind is anchored in 
society.”15 The Self, then, is always only a Self in tenns of its relation to the Other; 
and, interestingly, it is playing games that helps one’s sense of Self to emerge. 
Games, argued Mead, force us to adopt the role of the Other — we think about the 
chess board from the strategic and visual vantage point of the Other, we mentally 
play each position in a baseball game simultaneously. In such proto-Self displace 
ments the true Self emerges as one that is “progressively understood in its 
relationship to the roles of others.”1'1

Perhaps this is, in part, what we search out in Vegas. At the craps table we 
are all in it together -real, live, flesh and blood people smelling like perfume and 
cigarettes and...casino, yes! casino...making one intercorporeal body molded 
against the low table, our muscles extending into the muscles of the shooter, 
our hearts beating in unison with the rhythm of the game. And apart from 
the infrequent “No Pass” bettor who just doesn’t get it, we will win or lose together 
— and when we win, we will have beaten the house. It is a victory sweetened by 
the fact that the loser is the one we came to escape: the corporation, the faceless- 
we, the non-corporeal-we, the Anti-we. A handful of these metaphysical monsters 
control nearly all of Vegas today. You will not easily know them because they are 
manifold yet they are one: Hilton is the Las Vegas Hilton, the Flamingo Hilton, 
Bally’s, and Paris. As a culture, we have yet to decide what to do with these con 
structs, treating them as single entities -  persons — in some instances and not in 
others, extending to them first amendment rights but not fifth amendment 
rights, offering them freedoms not offered to individuals but expecting 
few responsibilities met in return. No matter. For a moment — fleeting as it might 
be — we can win.

This is not naive utopian longing. Being together can bring tension, but
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it is our tension. The imbecile on his fourth Manhattan and his mind on a thong 
strengthens my sense of Self as well. Taking up his position in the game I note his 
choices and how they effect the rest of us. How could one be a libertarian in 
this intersubjective world? He and I are not separate, our Goods are not isolated. 
No invisible hand is needed to create a common Good from our selfish pursuits. 
My very Being ensures an intersubjective Good.

But gambling? Why gambling? Is it not, as George Washington claimed, 
the child of avarice? Is it not the epitome of irrationality (a much stronger condem 
nation for modem ears). From Washington to John Rawls, Americans have de 
monized the wager. Rawls, that great American popularizer of modem Kantian 
political thought, rejects all gambling as irrational. We can’t see it now, he admits, 
but if we engage in a thought-experiment in which we try to answer ethical ques 
tions fairly, it all becomes clear. Because we are too prone to favor ourselves in 
decisions of economic distribution, for instance, the only truly fair method for 
determing who is to get what is to forget our personal traits and characteristics. We 
must go into an “original position” of fairness, suggests Rawls, by pullling down a 
theoretical “veil of ignorance” that blinds us to our personal traits. Forgetting our 
class, race, sex, ethnicity, etc., we have left only our basic human rationality as a 
guide; and no one will gamble in this original position, Rawls tells us, because it 
“is not worthwhile for him to take a chance for the sake of further advantage, 
especially when it may turn out that he loses much that is important to him.”17 
Egalitarianism depends on this logical aversion to risk. Opting for a society with 
out taxes and social programs is always a possibility — and if it turns out that I am 
in actuality rich (something I will only know after I lift the veil), then I will truly 
benefit, not having to share any of my wealth with others. But there is always 
the lingering possibility that in real life 1 am totally broke; and left without a social 
safety net to catch me, I could be doomed in a society without taxation to support 
some sort of assistance to the poor. Would it be worth the risk? Would I roll the 
dice in the original position and take the shot at untold riches? Not if I want to 
maximize gains and minimize losses: the most fundamental rule that rationality 
dictates.

Opting for a society in which I might be Bill Gates includes the possibil 
ity that I might end up homeless instead, and thus this “maximin” principle, my 
only friend behind the veil of ignorance, will not let me take the risk. It would be 
foolhardy. It would not be pragmatic. But not rational? Hasn’t this word done 
enough? Hasn’t it been conscripted on both sides of enough wars for us to see that 
it truly belongs on neither? Hasn’t it carried the burden of standing in for decency 
and normality across sufficient expanses of time and culture? Can’t we bury it 
with the corpse of Kant and move on?

If not, then this: the compulsive gambler suffers, if anything, from excess
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rationality. The compulsive gambler sees order in chaos and is always ready to try 
a new system to exploit it. The compulsive gambler cares more about statistics 
and patterns, always believing that there is a cosmic harmony: God doesn’t 
play dice, but He determ ined the rules for those o f us who do. The 
compulsive gambler thinks that stopping to pick up a freshly fallen quarter from 
an old woman’s slot cup in order to hand it back to her will count for something 
more, that there is rational cause and effect, that God’s pit boss (“Peter the Saint”?) 
will be rating the play and will comp him appropriately with a good turn at the 
roulette wheel. This is the sickness, agrees novelist Edward Allen. The compul 
sive gambler:

...brings too much rational baggage along, into a part of 
the world where it does not work....A normal gambler knows 
the dice and the cards and the wheels and the video chips will 
play anything but fair....The healthy gambler winces, gets dis 
gusted and finally writes it off, knowing the universe is 
unfair...[but the] compulsive, frantic on a losing night, seems 
to believe both in fair play and in the inherently balanced na 
ture of the universe — and so goes on losing disastrously, la 
boring under the conviction that the universe will relent, will 
show a touch of human decency and will force the cards to pay 
the wronged player back for all those previous acts of cruelty.18

The normal gambler has no rational delusions, no belief that determinism rules 
our lives. This gambler smiles at the random nature of it all and hopes to catch a 
break. It is his free will that destroys the gestalt others claim to see in the chaos. It 
is a free will, as William James writes, that gives him a “right to expect that in its 
deepest elements as well as in its surface phenomena, the future may not identically 
repeat and imitate the past.” Next time, Black 17 is going to pay off. “Free will 
is...a general cosmological theory of promise....”19

Tom Robinson, the Luxor’s casino manager, celebrates the promise of 
indeterminism as only the true gambler can. “I often ask our guests,” he says, “if 
they would bet on a horse race if there was only one horse running in it. Most 
laugh and say 'O f course! It would be a sure thing.’ But you know what, I wouldn’t 
bet on a one-horse race. Why? Because the horse’s jockey might fall off, the horse 
might stumble and break its leg — a thousand other mishaps could happen. The 
most common word you hear being spoken in a casino is ‘luck.’”20 The sure thing 
is the rationalist’s goal — but it is always a mirage. The gambler knows, preferring 
a hot tip, a gut feeling, and a stab at luck — the gambler wants the honest risk.

Risk is what life is all about. At the heart of all philosophy, as James the
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pragmatist saw it, is risk: “to carve out facts in some particular way, to detect 
patterns in the world, to see the world in a certain way, was a matter of belief, a 
venture involving risk....Metaphysics meant one choice or another, one belief or 
another, and therefore risk no matter which way one moved.”21 Can’t we imagine 
James leaning over a craps table instead of his professor’s lectern, announcing: “I 
am willing that there should be real losses and real losers.... When the cup is poured 
off, the dregs are left behind forever, but the possibility of what is poured off is 
sweet enough to accept”?22 And with a smile he grabs the dice the stickman 
has corralled his way, and brother Henry shouts “New shooter coming out!”

All knowledge, all inquiry, is risk. We take up philosophy knowing we 
may not succeed. We stand in the front of classrooms hoping that our words fall on 
ears that take them to heart and are forever changed, but we know that we are 
lucky if in the years of class upon class, one or two students are affected deeply 
and meaningfully. How is this different from playing Keno?

Rawls explains his position with little tables of numbers and graphs. And, 
as A Theory> o f Justice goes on and on, one welcomes these three or four interrup 
tions in the same way one looks forward to the sudden appearance of the cocktail 
waitress during a particularly bad run of cards. Here’s but one example:

Decisions Circumstances
c c
i ->

d -7 8 1
1

d -8 7 1
d2
3

5 6

I look at the table as if it were a basic strategy blackjack chart (perhaps Rawlsians 
should laminate these things in credit card size). It doesn’t help that Rawls has us 
imagine that the numbers represent hundreds of dollars. “The maximin rule,” he 
writes, “requires that we make the third decision. For in this case the worst that 
can happen is that one gains five hundred dollars, which is better than the worst for 
the other actions.” It makes some sense, I always think, but doesn’t he see 
the possibility of gaining twelve hundred?! The first option looks so good— I would 
choose it over the second just to hedge my bet — and assuming that I can still pay 
the rent and the food and the student loans that haven’t gone away after all of these 
years (and which, by the way, were a greater gamble that I’m still not sure paid 
off), why would I be irrational to do so? The only thing that convinces me other 
wise — the real reason I would opt for decision three — is not a reason Rawls 
would accept. I would not be willing to hope for twelve hundred because in this 
deterministic setting I know others would be condemned to lose seven hundred.
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Yet behind the veil of ignorance I cannot think of Others; I have no community. Of 
course, a winning trip to Vegas is often so only because someone else lost 
(it’s not just the corporate casino’s money I am winning; it’s the money some 
real person has bet on the wrong number on the wheel). But this is different for 
many reasons. First, I didn’t force anyone into a place on the little table of num 
bers. Second, this is not everyday distribution of goods we’re talking about — it’s 
a vacation to Vegas. And third, our freedom always keeps open the possibility that 
we will all win (which is impossible in capitalism at large) — and all win at once. 
Tossing to the wind the statistical house advantage that should grind away at us, 
we could break the bank collectively and move on down the Strip. It has happened 
before.

So let us leave Rawls and Kant to their one-horse races and turn instead 
to James, and if we long for a German compatriot for our American friend, invoke 
the name o f Husserl in Kant’s place. Husserl, too, understood the risk of 
consciousness, knowledge, intersubjectivity, and life. It is celebrated throughout 
his work. Every instance of perception, he tells us (for example), places before our 
mind an object, a whole. The fact that we see only the front of a thing does not 
mean that the front is the object of our consciousness, for we apperceive the sides 
that are not present, directly experiencing their absence. Of course this is the risk 
we run every moment we are experiencing: we might be wrong. And being wrong 
here does not indicate an error in judgment or a bad inference. Consciousness, 
perception itself, reaches out into the world and takes the risk. The shadowy figure 
in the distance may not be a person; it could be a mannequin or a mirage. This hotel 
may not have a back; it could be a movie-set facade (or part of a newly-imploded 
Mirage). This is precisely what philosophers have feared from Plato to Descartes 
but what Husserl celebrates. Such risk always pays some dividend, for even when 
the figure is a mannequin, I have gained — I have learned something about the 
Being of persons and mannequins, the ways in which they can present themselves 
to me as nearly indistinguishable profiles; and then I am back in the game, the 
better for it.

But these are not Husserl’s favorite examples. Turn, instead, to his intro 
duction to these themes in the second of the Cartesian Meditations. Here he ex 
plains presence and absence, the temporal flow of consciousness, and the structure 
of apperception using common everyday objects: dice.

Vegas is different. It is an Oz — a land of MGM lions and white tigers 
and bare showgirls, oh my! And though the wizard may be fake, we may find a 
way to get what we need here. If this is the all-American city, then it has all of 
America’s best and worst traits. And surely because of this, it looks like no other 
city in America.

So the hotel rooms do not carry CNN in a desperate bid to block out the
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world — can we not lament our national isolationism and celebrate an escape from 
the ever-increasing globalization of our consciousness at the same time? Here con 
servative southern women sunbathe topless at the hotel pool. (“I mean, I would 
never have the nerve to do this anywhere else,” say the happy sisters on a vacation 
without their husbands at the Luxor. “I think we need cities like this.”24) In Vegas, 
people walk — Americans walk! — from one destination to another.25

But if we look past the dichotomies we can see the categoriality that makes 
them a unity: tourist-mecca and hometown, downtown and Strip, individual and 
community, Self and Other, love hate, yin yang, black red, hit stand, win bust, 
Siegfried Roy. Las Vegas is the One and the Many.

Some claim that it is hyperbole incarnate, exaggeration for effect only, 
this land of large grand buffets, all nude dancing, Circus Circus, and New York- 
New York. But there are times we must risk repetition and scorn to speak the truth. 
It is why 1 love and hate Las Vegas, and why I never, never, never split fours.

DePaul University H. Peter Steeves
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Errata

Arnold S. Wolfe writes to correct several errors not of his making in our 
publication of his article, “'Unreal Fields’: Constituents of the Lasting Popularity 
of The Beatles’ Strawberry Fields Forever, ” published in volume 12.1. Although 
the article was published with endnotes, we failed to publish endnote numbers in 
the body of the article. Words or phrases in the body text following which endnote 
numbers should have appeared are indicated in the following table.

Endnote Endnote number should 
have appeared following:

Page

1. The first subhead, after the word 
“Invention”

7

2. The end of the first paragraph 
after the first subhead

7

3. At the end of the first paragraph 
on p. 10, after the phrase: “and 
which ‘low’?”

10

4. The phrase “of ‘mythic transcendence’ 
(189).” that concludes the second sen 
tence of the second paragraph on p. 10

10

5. The phrase “as mythic discourse” that 
concludes the very next sentence

10

6. The abbreviation “PDLM2” in the sen 
tence after the only one referred to immed 
iately above

10

Also, the cross-reference on the first line of p. 12 incorrectly refers to “pp. 4-5.” 
That cross-reference should have referred readers to p. 5 only. The cross-refer 
ence on p. 12 in the first paragraph after the subhead, “Interaction Invention,” 
incorrectly refers to “p. 3.” That cross-reference should have referred the reader
to p. 7.
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